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formative feedback where it will have the biggest impact. Of course, I do still 

write some short notes on some summative drafts, but it is only when I sense a 

misunderstanding the rubric won’t fix or there is a pressing point it won’t make. 

Generally, I strive to limit these though because even modest comments can 

quickly add up to a lot of time.

You said in chapter two that a downside  
to rubrics is that they can encourage a  
box-checking mentality on larger papers.  
How can I guard against that?

If not carefully designed, rubrics can train students to view revision as checking off boxes 
given by someone else. The way I guard against that is my final rubric category—“The Rest”—
which allots a sizeable chunk of points to the other factors that make the paper work or not 
work. This is an idea I got from famed writing teacher Ken Lindblom (2018), who includes a 
line in his rubric that simply says, “Is interesting to read.” Lindblom adds this because while 
he likes the way that rubrics demystify grades, he, too, was worried about the things not 
included in the rubric. According to him this simple category changed everything and got the 
students thinking about the wider paper in a way that they didn’t when they could simply 
follow the steps outlined in the rubric to a strong grade.

My “The Rest” takes this idea and expands it to anything that may or may not make a paper 
work. Its language is purposefully more vague and subjective than the phrasing in the rest of 
the rubric, which lets students know that they need to step back and think about the rest of the 
factors that could go into how I read it. It reminds them that their language, voice, topic, ideas, 
tone, and dozens of other things also contribute to whether the piece as a whole works. At the 
same time, the points given for this category are modest, lowering the stakes for the students 
who might find the ambiguity alarming.

In the end, I, like Lindblom, have found that having this category and its purposeful  
ambiguity in conjunction with the clear messages in the rest of the rubric to be the just-right 
blend to enable me to give lots of clear messages and also have a solid deterrent to box- 
check-thinking that can turn rubrics from a wonderful communication tool into a liability that 
inspires uninspired, formulaic writing.

The Rest - It is well organized and has no sudden transitions.

- It has interesting language and a clear and consistent 
voice.

- The topic is compelling and interesting.

- The writing in the paper works because . . .
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