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I wonder: Could teachers gather around the great thing called “teaching 
and learning” and explore its mysteries with the same respect we accord any 
subject worth knowing? . . . Our tendency to reduce teaching to question of 
technique is one reason we lack a collegial conversation of much duration 
or depth. Though technique-talk promises the ‘practical’ solutions that we 
think we want and need, the conversation is stunted when technique is the 
only topic; the human issues in teaching get ignored, so the human beings 
who teach feel ignored as well.

Parker Palmer, The Courage to Teach

What Parker Palmer calls the mysteries of teaching and learning all seem to 
vanish in the moment a grade is written on a portfolio or paper. Whatever 
doubts we have in determining the grade, whatever combination of 
strengths and weaknesses have led us to decide that yes, this is a B+ (despite 
the fact that the literature review depends on too many sweeping generalizations, the 
elegant writing style and the creative solutions that appear in your conclusion make 
this a strong report) all get elided as the grade itself comes to represent the 
essay. “What did you get?” students ask each other after papers have been 
returned. “What did you give it?” we say to other faculty members when 
we’ve read problematic portfolios at our end-of-semester portfolio read-
ings. So even amongst ourselves, we’re likely to elide complexities: “Look at 
this great paper!” Or, “what a fabulous example of an A portfolio,” we say. 
We let single grades or adjectives stand for a whole complex of ideas, ideas 
that are really taught and negotiated in community.

Grades, then, stand in for student achievement, becoming a short-
hand—ideally—for all that we value in student learning and performance. 
Even though we know that grades don’t communicate clearly to everyone, 
we’re often frustrated by students who want simple explanations of how to 
get an A. “It’s not so simple,” we say.
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And yet so many of our approaches to grading suggest that yes, it real-
ly is that simple. Take, for example, a grading rubric used in our own pro-
gram in the past few years, which identified an A portfolio as one contain-
ing, in part, (emphasis added):

Striking evidence that you think like a writer, which means that you show

An excellent ability to make meaningful connections between purpose, 
content, and organization
An excellent ability to adapt content and style to the writing situation (as 
defined by a particular assignment)

As opposed to a B portfolio, which contains:

Clear evidence that you think like a writer, which means that you show

A good ability to make meaningful connections between purpose, con-
tent, and organization
A good ability to adapt content and style to the writing situation (as 
defined by a particular assignment)

Or a not-quite-passing portfolio (C-), which would contain: 

Some evidence that you think like a writer, although erratically and superficially, 
which means that you show

Attempts to make meaningful connections between purpose, content, and 
organization with some or little success

Our rubric, although thoughtfully constructed after several months of 
faculty collaboration in our particular context, is not necessarily distinctive. 
Compare it to the 6+1 Traits rubric, which uses these levels of descriptors 
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for 7 factors (such as word choice, ideas, or organization). This analyt-
ic writing guide has been popularized in workshops by the North Central 
Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL), and uses these descriptors for 
student performance:

Wow! Exceeds expectations
5 Strong: shows control and skill in this trait; many strengths present
4 Effective: on balance, the strengths outweigh the weaknesses; a small amount 

of revision is needed
3 Developing: strengths and need for revision are about equal; about half-way 

home
2 Emerging: need for revision outweighs strengths; isolated moments hint at 

what the writer has in mind
1 Not Yet: a bare beginning; writer not yet in control

(www.ncrel.org/assessment/pdfrubrics/6plus1traits.pdf)

Strong-effective-developing is not so different from excellent-good-
attempting to. Admittedly, the 6+1 traits rubrics hint at some complexity, 
for it has descriptive text for only points 1, 3, and 5 on each dimension. 
Trainers suggest that papers that fall “in between” the points described earn 
scores of 2 and 4, and the “Wow!” permits a level of enthusiasm that’s sim-
ply indescribable with the 5. Still, both rubrics present student performanc-
es as arrayed along an uncomplicated set of levels that can be described by 
simply varying an adjective with intensity: excellent, as opposed to good, 
fair as opposed to poor, and the categories of analysis (“thinking like a writ-
er” or “word choice”) are quite general.

So what’s the problem with all this? Simply, that the simplicity of rubrics 
hides all the messiness, obscuring just what kind of different features com-
bine to make “a bare beginning” or an acceptable hint of “what a writer has 
in mind,” or what really is the difference between an “excellent” adapta-
tion to context or a merely “good” adaptation to context. And the appear-
ance of the rubric makes an argument that people actually use the rubric, 
while we know that in practice, people don’t. (Yes, training can ensure that 
people use rubrics or be fired—witness the success of Educational Testing 
Service scoring sessions—but that, too, sacrifices complexity for consisten-
cy.) So the features of rubrics that seem useful—simplicity, order, consisten-
cy—would appear to make clear what is valued, yet don’t match the messy 
complexities of writing. There are many ways to the same end, we don’t all 
teach the same way, and students don’t all write the same way. Students may 
respond excellently to texts and arguments in myriad ways—through sat-
ire, direct engagement, storytelling—but we don’t value those alternatives 
equally. Thus the grades we give may not communicate well to students, 
or to anyone, about what a particular instructor and a particular student 
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valued in a given course or semester. As we coordinated a process of revis-
ing course goals in our English W131 course (Elementary Composition I), 
seeking to bring more flexibility to the curriculum (moving away from a 
common textbook and assignment series) we wanted to address the failings 
in rubrics. In this chapter, we revisit the process we used to address those 
failings and analyze the outcomes—both textual products and attitudinal 
shifts—of our work.

Dynamic criteria mapping (DCM) seemed the best way to articulate the 
conflicts we saw brewing in our program, conflicts that wouldn’t come out 
in the open so long as we had a traditional rubric that stood in the way of 
unauthorized assumptions about writing. In effect, we wanted to authorize 
the unauthorized, so that we could work through conversations about what 
we really wanted our program and course to be. We were driven in part by 
curricular issues—we assume it’s obvious why it’s important for a multi-sec-
tion course to have common outcomes and standards—but also by ethical 
issues raised by transitions in the structure of our writing faculty.

����� 	 ����
3�

IUPUI’s writing program, housed in the English Department within the 
School of Liberal Arts, serves more than 6,000 students per year in five dif-
ferent introductory level courses. As a comprehensive urban university, we 
serve a broad range of central Indiana students. We cater to a mobile pop-
ulation: most of our students are commuter students, although recently 
more students reside on campus as we have a new set of dorms. In the past, 
many of the students tended to be older, returning students; more recent-
ly, we have been attracting younger students. One thing almost all our stu-
dents have in common: they work an average of 30 hours per week in addi-
tion to their course loads. We’re a young campus, and we’re not afraid to 
look for creative solutions to the myriad problems affecting our students’ 
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progress toward degrees. In short, it’s an exciting place to work, with lots 
of energy and campus enthusiasm for writing.

IUPUI’s writing program has a long history of dynamic interaction 
among the writing faculty, most of whom traditionally have been part-time. 
A small number of tenured faculty (including Susanmarie) teach courses at 
the various levels in the program, but first- and second-year writing has his-
torically been taught primarily by part-time faculty and a few full-time non-
tenure-track faculty. Some of these full-time instructors had advanced over 
time from the part-time ranks into what were then rare full-time non-ten-
ure-track appointments (Scott, in 2000, became a full-time lecturer after 
two years as a part-time faculty member). In the two years prior to our DCM 
project, the Indiana University trustees provided funds for a large number 
of full-time non-tenure-track positions, changing the face of the department 
in two years to one that is more than half full-time non-tenure-track faculty. 

This large-scale conversion of part-time to full-time (non-tenure-track) 
positions transformed the English department (of which the writing pro-
gram represents about half). With seventeen additional full-time lecturers, 
the department became slightly more than half non-tenure-track faculty. 
The department made well-intentioned but only partly effectual efforts to 
incorporate non-tenure-track faculty into a culture created by tenure-track 
faculty. So there was a good bit of tension in the department, tension cre-
ated by the ambiguity of expectations for promotion, scope of teaching 
responsibilities, and the requirements of a core curriculum. Our newer col-
leagues were conscious that they would now be evaluated on how well they 
fit in and contributed to the program (which is a motive that emphasizes 
sameness and consensus) and that they would be evaluated on how well 
they distinguished themselves as creative and excellent teachers (a motive 
that emphasizes diversity and even dissensus). Our department’s literature 
offerings never had a centralized curriculum, and now many more full-time 
faculty were teaching both literature and writing. The contrast between the 
diversity of texts and assignments in introductory literature courses and the 
emphasis on common assignments in composition courses also created a 
strain. All of this put pressure on the writing program to change even as it 
also put pressure on the program to provide effective mentoring to help 
people feel part of the group.

This transition began as our movement toward DCM was beginning. In 
one sense, our journey to dynamic criteria mapping began decades ago, 
when Susanmarie first started training as a holistic reader of placement 
exams at the University of Michigan’s English Composition Board. Her first 
day of training was not an auspicious beginning: what sticks out most in her 
memory is the private conference she had with an experienced rater about 
all the reasons why the test she had rated a 4 (out of 6 possible points) 
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couldn’t possibly merit that score. “Don’t you see that the organization isn’t 
present?” the senior colleague asked. Susanmarie dutifully changed her 
score, but the experience stuck with her. Yes, there were elements of orga-
nization not present in that test, but there were other elements of the test 
that Susanmarie recognized as positive or likable. The disjunction between 
her own values and those of the holistic scoring guide led her, over time, 
to participate in assessment reforms that would bring teacher values more 
centrally into assessment processes. Her experiences at the University of 
Michigan’s English Composition Board (ECB), then dominated by Quaker 
teachers, led her into the scholarship and practice of communal writing 
assessment. The Quaker commitment—to seeking clarity, to holding onto 
hard issues allowing many viewpoints to emerge and possibly reconcile, to 
valuing the hard process, to creating statements that articulated commu-
nity values—indirectly affected her movement into large-scale assessment 
work. The ECB moved from impromptu scoring to portfolio assessment, 
trying experiments with different scoring guides, feedback mechanisms, 
and connections to K-12 education. Through this experience, and later at 
IUPUI, Susanmarie has learned to balance collaboration and control in 
writing program structures. Not all values are good, and not all teacher val-
ues can happily co-exist, but it’s important to understand the ways compet-
ing or conflicting values play out in any particular program. While our writ-
ing program has a history of strong central control, we also have a history 
of strong faculty collaboration in shaping that central control. 

A composition course assessment project led us to seek DCM as a way of 
exploring our assessment findings in more detail. Our program uses port-
folios to evaluate student work in our writing courses, including our first-
semester course. A two-day reading of a random sample of student port-
folios from our first-semester course brought together twenty-five readers 
(some administrators, some experienced full or part time faculty, some 
new full- or part-time faculty). We took notes (using structured forms) and 
then ended each day with a collective discussion of what we saw in those 
portfolios that we valued, what we saw that troubled us, and what we didn’t 
see that we missed. While we saw much to value in our students’ work, one 
thing was clear to almost all of us (regardless of rank or teaching expe-
rience): we were not a faculty with a unified approach to reading and 
research. Although our curriculum makes a clear divide between English 
W131 and English W132, reserving research instruction for English W132, 
there were several sections of English W131 in which students conduct-
ed individual research (usually, but not always, on the internet) for infor-
mative or persuasive papers, and in which instructors and students viewed 
source citation simply in terms of evidence for a point. We read many writ-
ers’ statements that said something like, “I went to the library/searched on 
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Google and found something that agreed with what I thought, so I quoted 
it.” Whether or not the students’ presentation of their research accurate-
ly reflected what had been taught, it was clear that web-based research was 
valued in some portfolios in ways that surprised many readers. At the same 
time, we found many portfolios that barely, if at all, attended to the non-
fiction book which all sections were (supposedly) using as a way to frame 
reading, writing, and inquiry for the semester. We were unsettled by this 
slide into an approach to working with sources which most in the room 
claimed not to value.

So what to do? Rather than circulate yet another curriculum guide, or a 
memo reminding people that writing best proceeds through deliberation 
and inquiry rather than a search for support for a pre-conceived stance, we 
wanted to find a way to bring a debate about assigned course readings into 
the open. This is tricky business—there are a number of programmatic fac-
tors that sometimes appear to be in conflict: 

We have a common curriculum, but, we want individual teachers to 
work to their strengths within a common framework

We have faculty whose public discussion of the use of reading and 
sources seemed very different from their actual teaching practices 

We have faculty who quietly rejected the curriculum guide’s central 
text and used something else 

We have faculty who work in specialized programs involving linked 
courses who used different readings 

We wanted to celebrate diversity, while maintaining some course coher-
ence, while acknowledging that diversity doesn’t necessarily equal quality. 

Clearly, what was driving our faculty to such divergent practices were dif-
fering value systems, and we needed an approach that would help us look 
at the divergent values. Centralized documents that failed to address differ-
ences in values were never going to take hold. So we continued the assess-
ment process in our end-of-semester portfolio readings, asking faculty to 
read sample portfolios together and to talk about what they liked, and what 
they didn’t like, in those portfolios from the end of the course. 

We have held portfolio readings at the end of each semester for decades 
now, not for determining course grades but for providing a space in which 
standards for grading can be articulated. We generally assume faculty have 
graded portfolios before they attend the meetings, and then at the meet-
ings we read sample or representative portfolios each faculty member has 
brought to share with other faculty. Often, the sample portfolios will rep-
resent high, average, or failing work and we will review these portfolios 
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together with some common purpose or goal in mind. In addition, facul-
ty are encouraged to bring portfolios for which they have concerns (usu-
ally because a particular portfolio was hard to grade, such as when a facul-
ty member feels his or her judgment may be clouded by a positive or nega-
tive relationship with the student). We began using these meetings to imple-
ment DCM as a form of assessment, professional development, and program 
assessment.

Our DCM process took the following shape (a shape that emerged in 
the doing; our results didn’t match our initial hopes for having a map gen-
erated within a few meetings, thus our mapping process was extended): 

Stage 1: Discussion of sample portfolios

Stage 2: Analysis and grouping of terms that emerged from discussion 
of samples

Stage 3: Production of documents using the analysis in stage 2 to rep-
resent the raw material from stage 1

Stage 4: Creation of a dynamic rubric

Stage 5: Teaching and grading dynamically
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English W131, our first-semester writing course, is organized around the 
writing of four papers, leading to the production of two portfolios. As stu-
dents work on each portfolio, they are invited to choose the papers they 
want to represent their writing, papers which themselves reflect different 
kinds of writing. They might, for example, write a narrative of their life 
experience after having read an instructor-selected non-fiction text. Or, 
they might write a response to a section of the non-fiction text, defend-
ing their position with reference to the non-fiction text and their life expe-
rience. One aim of English W131 is to provide practice in asserting and 
defending assertions with instructor-supplied resources or their life expe-
rience. Another aim is for students to learn to reflect on their writing and 
their writing process, and to write about both in an essay that self-assess-
es the growth in both. The value of the approach, we feel, is that students 
have an element of choice in what is evaluated by their instructor, and they 
have a part in that evaluation through self-assessment.

In order to understand what was happening in the course, we spent 
the 2003-04 year talking about sample portfolios, asking our instructors 
in workshops what they found pleasing or troubling in portfolios. Scott 
worked hard to generate lists of observations and at later workshops we had 
faculty work in groups to categorize the observations and create maps. Our 
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plan was to listen to what was said and record what we heard on large post-
it notes we had brought to the reading. By using this method, we hoped to 
hear from faculty what they valued in the student writing and to use this 
information to continue the construction of a map for our program. 

We took notes as we listened to faculty talk to one another about what 
they saw in the portfolios. When the portfolio reading ended, we had 
two sets of notes that we could reconcile. This reconciliation would be 
our initial record of what faculty in our program valued or did not value 
when they read student writing, leading to a list of positive and negative 
responses to the portfolios. Our notes reflect our faculty’s interest in what 
many might term rather conventional first-year writing: there is clearly an 
emphasis on exposition, thesis statements, support for claims, and tradi-
tional organization. This is not surprising given our course goals at the 
time, which emphasized posing good questions about texts, topics, pur-
poses, and audience; forming and supporting a thesis; integrating oth-
ers’ ideas and citing correctly; using a variety of prose styles (from the-
sis-based writing to literary non-fiction); developing planning, drafting, 
and revising processes; working productively in groups; and editing effec-
tively. A full list of descriptors appears in Appendix A: “Initial Faculty-
Identified Attributes in Sample Portfolios,” but Table 1 displays some of 
the comments we noted:

Table 1: Some faculty descriptors of sample portfolios 
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With our reconciled list of positive and negative responses, we were now 
ready for the next step. At our next workshop (spring 2004), we redistrib-
uted the portfolios that had been used at the December end-of-semes-
ter workshop and presented the faculty with lists of positive and negative 
responses they had generated at the December workshop. We then asked 
faculty groups to organize the responses into general categories with head-
ings. Our goal was to come up with groupings of terms our faculty identi-
fied as important when evaluating student work, and to use the workshop 
to merge different groups’ work into one map or table.

As the workshop progressed, it became apparent that we were not going 
to be able to produce a map from our efforts that evening. We anticipated 
that the process of moving from group to group would create an expanded 
set of categories that could be placed in a map, but as the faculty worked, 
they perceived their task to be to combine categories and headings. As the 
evening concluded, we had three groups of faculty who produced three 
pictures of what they thought our faculty valued. The pictures were less 
maps and more illustrations, and the variety was interesting, but difficult to 
interpret—none of us seemed to have the same idea about what it meant to 
graphically represent values. In addition, it was clear that most of the fac-
ulty were interested in synthesizing values to create the fewest number of 
categories, leading by the end of the evening to elided terms and markedly 
different results. As we reviewed what happened, we decided to work with 
the groupings and headings the faculty had come up with early at the meet-
ing to see if we could work with them to create a map. What resulted can 
be seen in the document, “Headings for a Dynamic Criteria Map Derived 
from Discussions at the Spring 2004 English W131 Workshop” (Appendix 
B). A few examples appear in Figure 1.

As these examples show, we looked for major themes and tried to orga-
nize particular observations into groups to give some order to faculty 
impressions. We tried to honor the collective discussion, using key phras-
es from the ill-fated maps to guide some of our choices. “Risk taking” and 
“Challenge” had been major headers on two maps, for example, so we 
grouped those together. The inclusion of documentation with risk taking 
may strike some readers as odd, but it flowed from our rambling conversa-
tions about the place of technical documentation as an extension of risky, 
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text-based inquiry. Over time, our arrangement of terms would evolve, but 
for this stage of our DCM work, we began the process of grouping terms.

We also highlighted new terms that had emerged in the discussions, while 
honoring traditional terms in our program. “Intellectual Complexity,” a 
quality of writing that faculty seemed to value across the board, had never 
really been named in a program document before. Having a name for a qual-
ity which distinguishes truly outstanding writing felt exciting. “Synthesis” or 
“Engagement,” on the other hand, had been previously articulated values 
in our discussion—those terms, long valued by our faculty, long prominent 
in our curriculum, continued to hold an important place in our document.
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It turned out that we had some interesting categories to work with. Having 
created these large categories, we hoped then to organize a map. But the 
mapping exercise was ultimately not feasible—we’re not particularly graph-
ic thinkers, it seemed—but we had generated categorized lists of descrip-
tors associated with strong and weak portfolios, a set of headings that we 
could group, and finally sets of grouped headings. Our next step was to see 
how the faculty would work with the headings that had been recombined 
with the descriptors. This recombination led to a document with the head-
ings and a set of descriptors underneath, as shown in “Faculty-Identified 
Attributes Organized According to the Major Headings” (Appendix 
C). For example, taking account of the context surrounding the terms 
“Complexity” and “Intellectual Complexity,” we created the following clus-
ter representing related qualities:

Intellectual Complexity
Thoughtful

Intellectual Complexity
Metacognition Interacting with Text

Conversation
Collaboration
Interacting with Text
Sources

Critical Thinking
Make Content Their Own
Style/Voice
Tone

Documentation
Challenge
Effort/Improvement
Risk Taking

��*	�;	�" ���*$	� 2
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Shows understanding that writing is difficult, often frustrating, and 
hard work

Intelligent ideas
Originality

At the end-of-semester portfolio reading that spring, we decided to use this 
new document to have faculty consider which of the descriptions would 
help them to decide whether a portfolio was of high, medium, or low qual-
ity because we were curious about how the faculty would use the descrip-
tions contained within the document to make evaluation decisions. In 
other words, we wondered how these attributes were linked to the grading 
scales faculty used.

For the spring portfolio reading, we asked faculty to bring portfolios 
from their sections that represented high-, medium-, and low-quality work 
and to share them with their colleagues. At the reading we planned to have 
faculty pick up a set of three portfolios, read them, and with a copy of the 
new “Faculty-Identified Attributes” document, decide whether a portfolio 
they read was of high, medium, or low quality and mark the document with 
one of three colored markers to indicate which of the descriptors factored 
in their decisions. To facilitate this process, we distributed three different-
ly-colored highlighters to each faculty member.
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When the meeting was over, we collected the highlighted copies of “Faculty-
Identified Attributes” and tallied the results. As we did, we looked for pat-
terns that would suggest which headings and descriptors were favored by 
faculty when responding. It turned out that some descriptions were clear-
ly used more often to decide whether a portfolio was of high quality, of 
medium quality, or of low quality (see “Descriptors Identified by Faculty As 
Relevant to an Assessment of Sample Portfolios at the Spring 2004 End-of-
Semester Portfolio Reading,” Appendix D). Table 2 shows some examples:

Table 2: Excerpt from Faculty Descriptors of Above 
Passing, Passing, and Below Passing
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Displaying summaries of faculty conversation in this form highlights not 
just the terms faculty used to describe structure in our sample portfolios, 
but shows the relative values associated with particular terms. One descrip-
tor, “No transitions appear between the major parts of the essay,” is clear-
ly a descriptor associated with not-so-good work. Of faculty who marked 
this descriptor, all indicated that it was used to decide that a portfolio rep-
resented low quality. Other descriptors were uniformly and unsurprising-
ly associated with strong work. Of the faculty who marked “strong thesis” 
in our category for tone, all indicated it reflected writing of high quality. 
Under “Risk taking,” one descriptor read, “The writer has produced safe 
essays.” The majority of faculty highlighting this description did so think-
ing that writing represented by this description reflected medium quality. 
With information like this we hoped to identify what language in particular 
faculty would use to make an evaluation decision. Finding such language 
might help us to sort our what we might use to construct a map.

However, as we tallied the results, we realized that some interpretive work 
was going to be needed, for sometimes faculty were divided about how they 
marked a descriptor. For example, under the heading “Effort/improve-
ment,” faculty were divided over the descriptor “Tries to make subject-mat-
ter changes between drafts.” Of those who marked this descriptor, half said 
that it represents work of medium quality while the other half said it repre-
sents work of high quality. In marking the descriptors in this way the faculty 
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appeared to be saying is that at least, students are attempting to make sub-
ject-matter changes between drafts in passing portfolios, but the portfolios 
with the best writing showed students actually making these changes.

There were other examples in which the majority chose one level of 
quality, say medium, while another group chose one a level up or down. 
In these cases we decided that faculty had identified descriptors that were 
medium-high and medium-low in quality. There were a few curious cases 
where a descriptor that would seem to be associated with one level of qual-
ity was highlighted for another. An example is the statement, “Grapples 
with complexity,” under the heading “Critical thinking.” The vast majori-
ty of those checking this descriptor did so thinking that the writing repre-
sented high quality. A few indicated they had this descriptor in mind when 
deciding that the portfolio was of low quality. Apparently, this statement 
about what makes a piece of writing of higher quality was used to point to 
what was missing in a portfolio of low quality.

Although the point of the analysis was to identify descriptors under head-
ings that could be used in a dynamic criteria map, the process revealed fac-
ulty preference for certain language. As we thought about the results, we 
remembered faculty resistance to creating and even using a map. Our col-
leagues were perfectly happy to come to meetings, talk about samples, and 
negotiate differences, but they weren’t really waiting for the map we kept 
advertising as a future product. “When will the new rubric be done?” they 
asked. “We don’t want a rubric,” we kept saying, “This is a new way.” But 
as we looked at our data, we realized that perhaps a rubric, a new kind of 
rubric, would be the document to move us along the way. Perhaps not all 
rubrics need be subject to the flaws in traditional ones. 

With this in mind, Scott took the results from the portfolio reading and 
created a draft of what he called a dynamic rubric (see “Reorganization of 
Descriptors into Possible Rubric Based on Responses,” Appendix E). That 
document opens with a description of very high quality work:

Very High Quality

 Intellectual complexity is demonstrated by presenting interesting ideas 

in an original way. It is obvious that the writer understands that writing 

involves difficult, even frustrating, work. The writer shows that he or she 

can grapple with complexity.

 The writer demonstrates good understanding of his or her own writ-

ing process through thoughtful evaluation of peer response, thoughtful 

evaluation and critique of his or her process in writer’s statements and 

the retrospective, and appropriate connections to the course goals in the 
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retrospective. There is good analysis in the retrospective and the writer 

identifies areas of improvement in the writing of the portfolio.

The next meeting of the faculty occurred at the fall 2004 workshop. At 
this workshop we asked the faculty to look at the draft of this new rubric and 
talk about its strengths and weaknesses. The dynamic rubric generated some 
good discussion at the workshop. One of the things faculty pointed out was 
the dynamic rubric provided more guidance for them because it was rich 
with language at the upper and lower levels. However, they also pointed out 
that fewer descriptors appeared at the passing level, and they felt that this 
was a drawback since passing quality is what we want students to achieve. 
Since the course goals would also be focusing on passing work, it was felt 
that this lack of descriptors was a limitation that needed to be addressed. 
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Another thing the faculty wondered was how students would respond to 
the language of the dynamic rubric if it were passed out to them. They 
felt that the statements in the document read very much like statements 
teachers would use when talking about student work, but they doubt-
ed whether students would be able to relate to or understand this lan-
guage (which in itself raises good questions about the language gaps 
between teacher and student). Thus, they questioned whether two docu-
ments would be created, one for instructors and one for students. When 
we asked them about language for a new set of course goals, the faculty 
agreed that as a program we should focus on the values of developing or 
using intellectual complexity, engaging with outside reading, using meta-
analysis as a reinforcement of what a student learns about his or her own 
writing process, and paying attention to stylistic concerns within a text. 
As the meeting finished, we asked for volunteers for two committees, one 
to work on a new set of course goals, and one to continue to work on the 
new dynamic rubric.

Over the next several months, Scott worked with both sets of vol-
unteers to develop the new goals and a refinement of the rubric (see 
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Appendix E). In December, the group working on the dynamic rubric 
met and refined the document. As Susanmarie monitored this process, 
however, she became concerned that if the dynamic rubric could develop 
into a full-blown rubric, the old limitations of using a rubric would reas-
sert themselves. She recommended we return to the spirit of dynamic cri-
teria mapping and make the dynamic rubric more open. To achieve this 
end, she suggested that the faculty working on the dynamic rubric divide 
it into three headings—passing, above passing, and below passing. She 
also suggested that rather than call it a “rubric,” we should call it a grad-
ing guide or “UnRubric,” highlighting the emphasis in dynamic criteria 
mapping that documents used to assess act as guides rather than admin-
istrative expectations. 

A full version of this document appears in Appendix F, and it is designed 
to inform teacher work without dominating it. Its introduction notes:

The following descriptions show what we value in student writing in the IUPUI 
writing program and are designed to be a guide to grading decisions in English 
W131. They emerge from our discussions over the past year about what we find 
true about portfolios that are “Passing” (baseline to pass the course), “Better 
than Passing” (A or B work), and “Below Passing” (C–, D, or F work). 

The passing descriptions are more detailed because this is the level stu-
dent work must reach to pass the course. At the “Better than Passing” and 
“Below Passing” levels, the assumption is that one begins with the passing 
descriptions and then considers the merits of a portfolio given the addi-
tional information of the other two lists. 

So a passing description of one factor we value—moving beyond famil-
iar thinking—looks like this:

The writer attempts to move beyond familiar thinking by actively engag-
ing with outside ideas from texts, classmates, and the instructor
The writer develops reasonable questions, responses, and assertions in 
the process of challenging his or her own thinking or the thinking of 
others
The writer attempts original ideas in his or her papers while keeping 
readers’ needs in mind

Better-than-passing work in this area might look like this:

The writer shows that intellectual complexity is an important priority
The writer obviously takes risks
The writer expresses truly creative ideas and insights
The writer creatively adapts to the assignments
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While in below-passing work:

The writing in the portfolio shows that no risk taking is occurring
Essays depend too much on binary thinking
The writer fails to grapple with the complexities of issues

Freed from the constraint of needing a description that varies only in 
the adjective applied to it (excellent, good, fair or weak complexity, for 
example), we are able to tease out different actions a writer might take. The 
difference between stellar student work and barely passing student work is 
often differences in kind rather than degree. Excellent portfolios might 
manifest different qualities, tackling broader subjects or displaying creativi-
ty in ways that barely passing portfolios don’t. Thinking about both how to 
describe the features of work that meets course objectives at a passing level, 
and how to describe truly outstanding work opened up our dialogue. This 
enhances teaching, not to mention making grading more honest. 

The writing coordinating committee for our department also became 
involved in this process, and they agreed with our assessment. In March, 
the group working on the dynamic rubric produced a new version follow-
ing Susanmarie’s suggestion. As Scott worked with the faculty committee 
on the new UnRubric, he also kept the committee working on the course 
goals appraised of the wording in the UnRubric. After working a rela-
tively short time, the two committees had two documents to present to 
the writing coordinating committee for its consideration. The committee 
met, and when the two documents were presented, they approved both 
(with some refinement of the language of the course goals). Both docu-
ments were adopted for the 2005-2006 school year (see Appendix F, “The 
UnRubric: The English W131 Grading Guide” and Appendix G, “English 
W131 Course Goals”).

Since then, we have continued to refine our course goals, although we 
continue to use the UnRubric that was originally developed. Scott has sur-
veyed the faculty both formally and informally, and they report to him that 
they appreciate the room the UnRubric gives them in making grading deci-
sions, although part-time faculty new to our program are sometimes ini-
tially confused by it, having had more experience with traditional rubrics. 
After it is explained to them and they use it, they report that they, too, 
appreciate the flexibility it provides them. 

Generally, DCM has encouraged more plain speaking and simplicity in 
our program documents and conversations. We reduced the nine course 
goals we adopted in 2005 to a set of six goals that we use presently. Inspired 
by Elbow (2005), we sought to present “practical and writerly outcomes” 
(179) that represent our priorities for the course, teasing out the goal from 
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particular elements of student performance. The first goal, for example, 
tells students:

When you successfully complete this course, you should 

Have something to say

This means you will

Shape essays or projects that support a strong thesis, or convey a clear theme

Produce texts that match your own idea of what you wanted to say

Learn more about what you write about as you write

Our DCM process continues, as we move through another revision of our 
UnRubric and course goals to bring the plain language of the goals even 
more in line with the assessment materials faculty use. In addition, we have 
expanded the options faculty have in terms of the assignments they use and 
the portfolios that are produced. Some faculty, for example, are experi-
menting with assigning shorter papers at the beginning of the course, lead-
ing students to longer papers by course’s end. These changes have, in turn, 
produced changes in some of the final portfolios that emerge from some 
sections, making our end-of-semester portfolio readings more dynamic 
themselves (the end-of-semester readings have become an opportunity for 
professional development rather than simply an occasion to assert a pro-
grammatic discipline).

� �� ��� 	
��� 	���

The extended conversations about DCM have led us to investigate the met-
aphors we use when we talk together. Two that stand out are interaction (or 
engagement or conversation) and degree of difficulty. (Lots of references to div-
ing competitions occurred during out meetings!) These terms have given 
faculty a way to talk about what we want reading and writing to accomplish 
in our courses. Our prior debates about curriculum had often come down 
to debates over logistics (should we have a midterm portfolio?) or book 
choices (reader vs. course pack vs. book?). With these metaphors in front 
of us, we could look at the intellectual work of reading and think together 
about what we want students to learn. Thus, the DCM workshops pushed all 
faculty to engage with issues of writing, rather than issues of course design 
that were framed more in terms of discipline than content. Previously, our 
conversations about central curricular issues tended to end with conversa-
tions about how to make sure that everyone adopted a particular practice, 
assignment, or approach. The DCM focus on metaphor and the freedom 
to articulate differences led us to explore teaching and student writing as 
an intellectual and affective practice.
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This cluster of metaphors involves a social context, imagining both an 
involved writer and involved others. The notion of interacting with texts 
highlights the importance of writers’ “talking back” to texts, approaching 
the text with a strong agenda, willing to be affected by the reading as well. 
Faculty who valued this engagement frequently commented that “writing is 
hard work,” or commended a student writer for being unafraid to take on 
a challenge. Writers who interact with what they read are clearly willing to 
tussle with a question (of fact or interpretation) and are willing to modify 
their thinking in light of the reading they do. The notion of conversation, 
as well, stresses the give-and-take surrounding important issues. Issues worth 
writing about are those people are talking about, whether they are issues on 
a grand scale (the values embedded in a liberal education) or on a local one 
(the values embedded in the writer’s own choice to begin college). 

Ironically, the discussion of this issue also opened our own meetings up 
to greater intellectual engagement. The process of DCM illustrated that 
program leadership meant what we said: we wanted to change the way a 
centralized curriculum worked. We invited faculty to discuss their compet-
ing values, and in the course of addressing those conflicts, we all became 
more engaged in conversation.

�"*#""	.-	��--�(/!%,

The other dominant metaphor is related to the notion of engagement: 
“degree of difficulty” came to stand for what kinds of risks students were 
willing to take on their own initiative. The notion of degree of difficul-
ty honors the choices that some writers make to pursue more challenging 
subjects and writing tasks. This term, often used by some faculty alongside 
the term “intellectual complexity,” is harder to get at, since it involved for 
some faculty a conscious risk (which is really a property of the writer), for 
others a framing of a question or purpose (which is really a property of the 
essay). So to what extent is the notion of complexity or degree of difficul-
ty attempting to grade a writer, rather than writing? And to what extent is 
either move appropriate? That’s the question we’re grappling with now. It’s 
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an interesting exercise, trying to describe what are the qualities of either an 
approach to writing, or a text, that are harder or more complicated. It is 
easy enough to say that we’ll know it when we see it—but how do we teach 
it? How do we describe it for students who may not yet know enough to 
“know it then they see it”? 

This metaphor, although it’s a sticky one, has been an exciting one, 
since it has enabled us to start talking about how to distinguish the excel-
lent from the pedestrian. And that’s important.

� !/"$	.-	&"% 2).#�< $"�	��B/�#,	

Our experiences reveal two principles:

Curricular disputes are disputes over values, and attempts to solve 
the dispute without attending to underlying values will be futile

The metaphors we use to describe what we value can help us 
decide what we want to teach

In our case, we need to describe writing assignments in ways that give 
students and faculty freedom to work from their strengths within a com-
mon framework. As we articulate our values, we are framing a more flex-
ible—yet hopefully more coherent—curriculum, one rooted in common 
values rather than in common assignments and texts. Because what we 
value about reading is both a student’s ability to interact with texts and her 
ability to pursue purposeful inquiry, we need to craft a curriculum that has 
four key qualities.

First, we must emphasize reading and writing as a conversation, or a 
series of conversations, about issues. This will connect peer response work-
shops, in-class activities, private reading, private writing, and public writ-
ing. Second, we need to remember that emphasizing conversations means 
emphasizing good listening—which for reading, is the ability to summa-
rize. But that summarizing is not an end in itself—it’s a beginning, a first 
stage before responding. Too many of our old assignments taught summary 
as an isolated skill—here we see that we need to connect summary/listen-
ing and conversation more clearly. Third, we must keep in mind that con-
versations have many styles: sometimes people need to feed back to each 
other what’s just been said (summary, restatement of facts); other times, 
people need to describe what someone else said (looking at the rhetorical 
moves); at still other times, people need to interpret what someone else 
has said (looking at the significance of the text). Reading instruction, as 
Linda and Heidi discuss, needs to cover all these bases. Fourth, we need to 
find a baseline level of challenge that is appropriate for any student in the 
course, with opportunities for some students to work with a more difficult 
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piece. To some extent, the risks associated with higher degrees of difficul-
ty need to be recognized in assessment—so our new grading document 
(which won’t be a rubric, but that’s another topic for another day) needs 
to discuss how some qualities of a polished portfolio might need to be trad-
ed off against others. Some degree of failure at a harder task might be bet-
ter than an easy or trite success.

������� ���

In the end, dynamic criteria mapping (DCM) provided us an opportunity 
to restructure conversations about student learning outcomes and course 
goals so that all faculty participated in shaping program language. This has 
had a range of effects, some clearly good, others more mixed. Our con-
versations have not healed all the fissures within our program. Many ten-
sions still remain, such as differences between advocates of writing with 
strong and early thesis statements and advocates of more flexible structures 
or genres such as collages; and differences between those who are deep-
ly troubled by the presence or absence of grammar instruction or errors.

To some extent, DCM was an attractive way to manage some faculty dis-
content with the curriculum. As faculty grumbled a bit about assignments, 
the curriculum, and the course rhetoric, DCM provided a productive out-
let. It provided a way to change. Ironically, now that faculty have choice, a 
kind of conservatism prevails, as when faculty decided they like the chosen 
rhetoric when it is compared with others—so maybe we were doing things 
right as program coordinators choosing materials for the course. Yet fac-
ulty are becoming more open about talking about how they use the com-
mon curriculum, and we are beginning to hear about some interesting 
variations in what we do. For example, some are exploring changes in how 
they handle writing assignments, trying to begin the semester with small-
er assignments and working to lengthier final projects in final portfolios. 
Others are trying new genres, such as profiles or proposals. Through all 
this change, many are expressing excitement about being able to take a 
more active part in decisions about the course, and frequently faculty come 
to course meetings and workshops eager to listen and ready to participate.
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As faculty try new approaches in the course, we are working to encour-
age them to report on these innovations so that we all gain from what they 
learn. We think this emphasis on inquiry into teaching is one of the more 
important effects of our work on dynamic criteria mapping for our first-
year program. We believe their interest in their work will grow and will help 
us to foster the sort of discussions that we value as a program. In addition, 
we believe that faculty will take a greater interest how their work affects 
student learning. For example, one of our part-time faculty members has 
expressed an interest in finding out whether the assignments he teaches 
and the skills they represent are used in other courses. He hopes to under-
take a survey of faculty in other departments to gauge how what he teaches 
in our first-year course is valued elsewhere. In other words, he has begun to 
ask whether what he values in his own writing instruction is used and rein-
forced in instruction in other classes the students might take. This sort of 
interest in what matters will not only help his own teaching, but will help 
the ongoing development of our first-year course.

We end this chapter where we began: the question of rubrics. Is the 
UnRubric a rubric? It may be construed a rubric if what faculty mean when 
they say rubric is “some kind of official program document that explains 
how we grade.” It certainly isn’t a rubric in terms of its approach to describ-
ing different levels of performance. The UnRubric’s attention to qualita-
tive distinctions between levels of performance means that faculty (and 
students, in the right settings) have a framework that encourages vari-
ety in performance within common values. It is that commitment to vari-
ation within common values that strikes us as the fundamental benefit of 
DCM, and in fact, as its fundamental tenet. We would assert that in prac-
tice, a large multi-section course benefits from some kind of grading guide-
line. An oversimplified rubric won’t promote coherence, but some kind 
of public document must represent the program or course’s shared val-
ues. We began our DCM process assuming that some kind of visual graph-
ic—shapes and words, as in the City University map in What We Really Value 
(Broad 2003)—would be our public representation. But graphics didn’t 
lead to any clarity about our shared values, and thus we arrived at the 
UnRubric. Its words bring us together.
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8. Some descriptors appear under more than one heading, reflecting divergence in fac-
ulty views as priorities gradually emerged from the complex conversation.
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Intellectual Complexity
Metacognition

Critical Thinking
Make Content Their Own
Style/Voice
Tone

Use of Language
Language/Text
Develop Topic
Reading, Writing, Thinking Connections
Reading Comprehension
Summary
Analysis

Interacting with Text
Conversation
Collaboration
Interacting with Text
Sources

Documentation
Challenge
Effort/Improvement
Risk Taking

Questioning
Engagement with Topic
Engaging Texts
See Context
Rhetorical Choices
Arrangement
Structure
Organization
Examples Explain Concepts

Paraphrase
Reader

Student as Writer
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The categories in italics were generated at the Spring Workshop, held 
February 2004 (Appendix B). The descriptors under the categories were 
generated at the Fall Portfolio Reading, December 2003.
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The categories in italic were generated at the Spring Workshop, held 
February 2004 (Appendix B). The descriptors under the categories were 
generated at the Fall Portfolio Reading, December 2003 (Appendix C).

H = High (Above Passing), M = Medium (Passing), 
L = Low (Below Passing)
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Intellectual complexity is demonstrated by presenting interesting ideas 
in an original way. It is obvious that the writer understands that 
writing involves difficult, even frustrating, work. The writer shows 
that he or she can grapple with complexity.

The writer demonstrates good understanding of his or her own writing 
process through thoughtful evaluation of peer response, thoughtful 
evaluation and critique of his or her process in writer’s statements 
and the retrospective, and appropriate connections to the course 
goals in the retrospective. There is good analysis in the retrospec-
tive and the writer identifies areas of improvement in the writing of 
the portfolio.

The writer has made a personal investment in the writing, and as a 
result, makes the content his or her own.

The writer shows a good sense of style in his or her texts. There is a 
good use of voice and that voice is sincere, confident, and enthu-
siastic. There is a good use of sentence variety. Stylistic devices like 
repetition and metaphor are used. The papers show focus, with a 
narrow angle of vision.

The writer has fun with the language, uses good signal phrasing, and 
connects ideas with transition phrasing. There is a wonderful use 
of sentence parts, like verbs, adjectives, and so on. The writer is 
obviously making the language his or her own, and doing so while 
using grammar, spelling, and punctuation accurately. This work 
with the language leads to writing overall which is both engaging 
and clear. (In fact, it may be so good that you don’t notice it.)

The writer makes connections with the text or the texts he or she has 
read. The writer appears to have a conversation with the sources, 
and the connections each can be seen as a creative identification 
with the reading. In addition, the sources are used accurately, ethi-
cally, and appropriately. No plagiarism occurs.

Good summaries of texts occur and good use of analysis appears. In 
fact, the writer appears to enjoy working with analysis and the ana-
lytical process in their essays.
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The writer addresses subject-matter problems in his or her essay.

The writer attempts to move beyond his or her own belief while revising. 
In the process, subject matter changes are apparent between drafts.

The writer engages his or her topic by providing interesting examples. 
In addition, the examples very specifically relate to the overall 
discussion and their relationship to the discussion is explained. 
Because of this work with examples, the papers prove more inter-
esting to read.

The writer uses a structure in his or her essays that show that the 
writer has been thinking carefully about how the information in 
his or her paper is organized. As a result, the writer stays on track 
throughout the essay.

Overall, the papers of the portfolio show that the writer can take a 
stand, that the writer understands academic conventions, that he or 
she has a sense of comfort with the writing process, that he or she 
works to make the language his or her own, that he or she writes 
with an insightful point of view, and that he or she even writes with 
a sense of humor. The titles of the papers are catchy and the assign-
ments’ guidelines have been followed.

����	C��� ���

The writer makes attempts at being original.

The writer shows understanding that writing is difficult and often frus-
trating work. The discussion of his or her process in the portfolio 
retrospective is good, and there is a good discussion of the role of 
peer response in the development of the essays.

Where appropriate, a clear thesis appears and the details are relevant 
to the discussion in the essay.

The intertextual use of outside sources is good.

The drafts of the portfolio are good and full of information. During 
revision, the writer attempts to make subject-matter changes 
between drafts. The writer meets the assignments of the papers sub-
mitted, but the writer also actively works with the complexity of the 
ideas he or she is using. As a result, the writer shows him- or herself 
to be creative in approaching the assignment.

The essays of the portfolio become stronger as we move through them. 

Claims in the retrospective are asserted, as if the writer is a lawyer mak-
ing a case for the audience.
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The information in the papers of the portfolio hangs together well, 
and good connections are made with transitions. It is obvious that 
the writer thought about the structure of his or her papers and a 
good structure for each paper appears.

���� ��� 	C��� ���

In the retrospective, course concepts are identified or explained, but 
no details are offered to support what the concepts mean.

A good use of language appears in the essays of the portfolio.

Sources are used ethically, accurately, and appropriately.

The writer appears to be trying hard to do what the assignments ask. 
Evidence of revision appears and progress on papers occurs during 
the revision process. The essays of the portfolio meet assignment 
expectations, although the essays are safe and there is a weakness in 
being a slave to text models.

Being a slave to models is apparent in the structure of the essays, for 
the writer appears overly concerned to organize his or her essay 
safely, interfering with a creative and critical approach to the topic. 
Better transitions may be needed between parts of the essay.

The writer appears to understand that writing can be difficult, even 
frustrating work, but the approach to revision may suggest that the 
writer believes that the amount of time spent on an essay will auto-
matically translate into more quality in the writing. In other words, 
the writer struggles some with how to go about revising effectively.

��� 	C���
 	 ���� ���

Essays may follow what an assignment asks, but offer an audience little. 
The audience may decide that the essay is boring to read because 
little tension or development is apparent. (In fact, a reader may 
come away from the essay thinking, “I expected more.”)

The essays depend too much on binary thinking; in other words, the 
writer fails to “wallow” in the complexities of the issues written about.

The essays are written with a very narrow angle of vision.

The writer uses language like “I feel” too much (in other words, the 
writer hedges too often, which prevents the writer from sounding 
confident.)

Essays are written as if they are research papers or book reports in 
which the writer writes for the teacher only, explaining to the 
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teacher what he or she knows or has learned. Few examples may be 
used to back up ideas.

Revision of the papers appears to be based on a literal reading of what 
the teacher wants, rather than a thoughtful analysis of how the 
essay may appeal better to a real audience. 

There is little to no interaction with the sources used; the writer fails to 
have a conversation with the sources.

The writing in the portfolio shows that no risk taking is occurring. The 
writer may struggle to complete assignment goals. Revision leads to 
essays that lack development.

�� � � ���

While reading the essays of the portfolio, a reader may struggle to 
understand the writer’s point. They may also perceive that the 
writer lacks a purpose in how to go about presenting points. For 
example, there may a spilt focus to the essay, or the focus may 
shift around.

No audience awareness appears in the essays or in the writer’s state-
ments.

The reader may come away confused about which assignment the essay 
is for.

No transitions appear between the major parts of the essay.

If sources are used, the writer misses the point of the sources, or no 
conversation occurs with the sources. The sources may appear in 
bits and pieces scattered all over the essay rather than used cohe-
sively. The sources are not being used to form new ideas (the writer 
is being a slave to the sources). Few citations may appear. No attrib-
utive tags appear.

Parts of the essays, such as the introduction or subsequent paragraphs, 
may be underdeveloped or poorly written.

A weak thesis appears and the essay appears to fall apart because of 
a lack of details and lack of support.

Revision, if it occurs, is superficial, and it is based on a literal read-
ing of what the instructor wants. Because little time has been put 
into revising, the essays are less polished: it is obvious new drafts 
are needed. 

A lack of understanding of the need to stretch appears in the essays. As 
a result, a lack of engagement is apparent.



��)� � � �+��*�' ��+ �� �*� ��22$22�$*�

The writing of the essays is redundant, or it wanders in tangents: little 
thought has been given to the organization. The essays become less 
and less reader friendly the more one reads. 

The portfolio retrospective offers no analysis.



)�����+��������������
����������&���� � � ��-

��� 
�� � 3 	 �
�&&�������������
	���������	���1219���
���$ )���

The following descriptions show what we value in student writing in the 
IUPUI writing program and are designed to be a guide to grading deci-
sions in English W131. They emerge from our discussions over the past 
year about what we find true about portfolios that are “Passing” (baseline to 
pass the course), “Better than Passing” (A or B work), and “Below Passing” 
(C–, D, or F work). 

The passing descriptions are more detailed because this is the level stu-
dent work must reach to pass the course. At the “Better than Passing” and 
“Below Passing” levels, the assumption is that one begins with the passing 
descriptions and then considers the merits of a portfolio given the addi-
tional information of the other two lists. 

As stated above, this document is designed to be a guide to grading. 
Individual faculty will determine a portfolio’s grade with the following 
descriptions in mind. In general, portfolios that reflect what is discussed in 
the “Passing” section below hit the mark and pass; portfolios that hit above 
the mark earn a higher evaluation; and portfolios that hit below the mark 
fail to pass.
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When you’ve successfully completed English W131, you will be able to cre-
ate portfolios that demonstrate that you can:

Use questions to challenge, develop, and analyze ideas that may 
take you beyond familiar thinking

Demonstrate your ability to read critically by engaging with ideas 
and texts, properly summarizing, paraphrasing, or quoting others’ 
ideas while effectively integrating them into your writing

Choose and develop a variety of organizational patterns for your 
writing, keeping in mind the purpose, audience, and thesis or 
theme

Develop your text and other writing projects by presenting appro-
priate and sufficient detail

Use appropriate documentation

Use language and style appropriate to your writing

Base your decisions about your writing projects on participation in 
peer response and other collaborative activities

Plan, draft, revise, and edit effectively

Reflect on your writing and reading processes


