Using rubrics to help students improve their writing
Most researchers into college writing have found that students improve their writing most when they are working with “live” drafts, that is, before they have received a grade.  A graded draft is a dead draft.  Even if students read and understand the specific comments they have received on a graded essay, they often have difficulty understanding how those specific suggestions or directives on one assignment can transfer to a different assignment.  

Using a consistent scoring guide, rubric or scale can help students see those connections between assignments.  The rubric does not have to be identical for all assignments, but it should be consistent enough that a student can recognize the key elements even when the topic, purpose, or format of the writing task differs. 
Rubrics are valuable to instructors because they promote consistency across grading instances, both from the first to the last essay in a specific assignment and from the first to the last essay across a course.  However, the sub-set scores identified by rubrics can also help students improve from essay to essay.    The sub-set scores help students identify much narrower and more concrete writing skills, and if teachers provide students with those scores (not just the over-all grade), both can devise plans for improvement.

Note that in a rubric, the scale indicates levels of proficiency.  The numbers do not  necessarily equal a number of points or specific grades.  For example, in a four-level rubric, the two left-hand levels of achievement are both passing, and the two right-hand levels are not.  The numbers just indicate a degree of passing and can help students understand how “off the mark” their essay might have been.
	
	Levels of achievement

	Skills
	Excellent
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable
	Poor

	
	4
	3
	2
	1

	
	Passing
	Passing
	Not passing
	Not passing


Encourage students to keep track of the sub-set scores for each assignment and set a goal for each assignment.  Begin with any sub-skill that is at level 1; then address those at level 2, and so on.  The strategy focuses on improving one or two specific skills; the goal is to track progress from assignment to assignment.  
A student who is at the top level for all skills probably needs little help from assignment to assignment, although during a semester, assignments should present increasing challenge, so writing at a consistently excellent level probably will require more effort.  
A student who is at the bottom level for all skills may be placed in the wrong class, or may not understand the requirements of the assignment, or may have written just one quick draft, or may have serious reading or language problems.  
Using this approach, the job of the instructor is to identify strategies that can help students progress up the levels of proficiency for each sub-skill.  While this may seem like a lot of work, and may repeat key parts of the assignment or of instruction, students can use these strategy sheets throughout the semester for every assignment.   Strategies can be found in a handbook or textbook, as well as on the web.  (There are many good documents on various OWLs.)  Strategies may involve friends, peer editors, tutors or different kinds of technologies (word processing, audio, computer analytics, etc.).    
Content and Introduction:

To move from level 1 ( 2 :  Read the assignment itself carefully.  Make sure you know what you are being asked to do (compare, analyze, etc.) by highlighting the key assignment words.  Read Section 3 (about common kinds of assignments) in A Writer’s Resource
Read and make sure you understand any supporting material that has been assigned (essays, news articles, websites, etc.)  In general, it is difficult to read printed text on your computer, so it may be useful to print out the pages.  Check the assignment to find out why you are being asked to read this particular material and then take notes (in the margins or on a separate sheet) accordingly.   If you are unsure of particular writing terms (like summarize or contrast or cite, look them up in the Index of  A Writer’s Resource or in an online glossary.
Make sure you understand the purpose of the assignment (to explain, to persuade, to argue, etc.)  Read Section 2 (“Writing and Designing Papers”) in A Writer’s Resource
To move from level 2 ( 3 :  Check to make sure all the parts of the assignment are addressed in your essay.  For example, you may think you have a thesis in your introductory paragraph, but it may not be clear.  Ask a friend to read your introduction and tell you which sentence is your thesis.  If that isn’t your thesis statement, revise your paragraph and give it to another friend.  Repeat until you have at least two people who identify the sentence you intended.  Read about constructing a clear thesis in section 5c of  A Writer’s Resource 
To move from level 3 ( 4 :  Many writers figure out what they think in the process of  writing their essay. So they often have a much better thesis statement in their concluding paragraph than in their introduction.  Check your conclusion for a restated thesis, copy it to your introduction and revise the rest of your essay accordingly.  
Introductory paragraphs are often difficult to write.  They should have a plan and a strategy.  Read about introductions in A Writer’s Resource  or read my examples and collected resources here: http://web.gccaz.edu/~kschwalm/English101/introductions.htm  (As you can see here, I have been thinking about the strategies directors use to begin movies.  Writers can use similar strategies.  If you have some additional suggestions, let me know.)
These improvement strategies are really elements of instruction organized according to specific writing skill and presented in a new context – one of improvement from assignment to assignment.  Many revision strategies (used to improve drafts of a single assignment) can be redeployed easily. 
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