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essays (Brookhart & Nitko, 2014; Reynolds & Livingston, 2012). Rating scales provide a 
numerical score for varying levels of performance (good, average, fair, poor) on one or more 
dimensions of an essay, such as quality of the argument, supporting evidence, organization, 
grammar, and spelling. Rubrics, like the one shown in Table 24.3, provide the most detailed 
method of scoring essays because they list multiple dimensions or aspects of performance, 
along with a descriptive rating for each dimension.

When grading essay exams, it is important to ensure consistency and objectivity in scoring. 
To prevent any scorer bias, score essays anonymously by having students put their names at 
the end of the exam or essay (Brookhart & Nitko, 2014). When teachers know students’ iden-
tity, scoring may yield a halo effect, in which a teacher’s overall impression of a student subtly 
influences the rating on the essay. For example, teachers who believe certain students are “good 
students” may grade their essays more favorably than those of other students. Also, score all 
answers to one essay question before proceeding to the next question. This prevents a carry-over 
effect in which a teacher’s evaluation of a student’s response to Question 1 affects the evaluation 
of the student’s response to Question 2, either positively (scoring Question 2 more favorably 
based on Question 1) or negatively (scoring Question 2 more harshly based on the previous 

DIMENSION 4 3 2 1 SCORE
Position Statement There is a clear, 

convincing 
statement of the 
writer’s position 
on the topic.

There is a clear 
statement of the 
writer’s position 
on the topic.

There is a 
position 
statement, but 
the position is not 
clear.

There is no 
position 
statement.

Introduction There is an 
attention-
grabbing 
introductory 
paragraph that 
clearly states  
the position. 

The attention-
grabbing 
introductory 
paragraph is 
weak. 

The introductory 
paragraph is 
interesting but 
the topic is not 
clear.

The introductory 
paragraph is not 
interesting and is 
not relevant to  
the topic.

Support for Position Provides 3 or 
more pieces of 
relevant evidence, 
and provides at 
least 1 counter-
argument.

Provides 3 or 
more pieces of 
relevant evidence, 
but no counter-
arguments are 
given.

Provides 2 pieces 
of evidence 
that adequately 
support the 
position.

Provides 1 or 
fewer pieces of 
evidence.

Organization Ideas are clearly 
connected in 
a logical order 
using a variety 
of thoughtful 
transitions.

Ideas are orderly 
and connected, 
but there is 
little variety in 
transitions. 

Ideas are orderly 
but some are not 
well connected 
and there are few 
transitions.

Ideas are not 
presented in a 
logical order 
and transitions 
are unclear or 
nonexistent.

Conclusion The closing 
paragraph 
effectively 
restates the 
position.

There is a 
recognizable 
conclusion 
that attempts 
to restate the 
position.

There is a closing 
paragraph 
with a vague 
restatement of 
the position.

There is no 
conclusion; the 
paper just ends.

Grammar and 
Spelling

The essay 
contains no major 
errors.

The essay 
contains a few 
errors.

The essay 
contains many 
serious errors.

The essay 
contains errors 
throughout. 

TABLE 24.3      Sample Essay Rubric. Rubrics such as these can improve the reliability of essay tests.

Halo effect: See  
Module 23

Rating scales and 
rubrics: See Module 23


