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Hello! Thank you for taking time out of your busy conference and work schedule to tune in for my 
presentation. My name is Kailyn Hall, and I am a PhD student studying writing program administration 
and graduate instructor preparation. My presentation, “Inherited Rubrics and Graduate Instructor 
Agency in Classroom Assessment,” seeks to draw attention to some issues that arise when we discuss 
assessment and grading in the graduate student practicum. It draws on my experiences at two different 
institutions, my work as assessment coordinator for a first-year composition program, and my 
dissertation work on what we teach our graduate students in practicums.  

Effective methods for assessment are a threshold concept (Adler-Kassner & Wardle, 2019, 2015) of the 
first-year composition graduate practicum, and grading is often the task that presents the most stress to 
new graduate instructors. With that in mind, program coordinators need to develop practices to ensure 
that graduate instructors are trained in assessment practices in line with writing studies.  
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I want to open with a question that a fellow graduate teaching assistant asked me a few years back. 
Orientation for the year had just completed, and they were part of our incoming first year group. It was 
the Friday before classes started in August.  

They asked: “Kailyn, what’s metacognition?” 

They were looking over a stack of papers in front of them, and in particular they were looking at the 
materials for the first major assignment our program used in first-year writing. One of the assignment 
objectives indicated that students should show evidence of metacognition. This terminology was also 
listed on the rubric that accompanied the assignment. This is very standard and expected for a first-year 
composition course, and as a second-year teaching assistant, I could answer the question easily and talk 
with them about what that might look like from students. Our conversation also revealed they were 
uncertain about other things on the assignment sheet and rubric. This interaction has stayed with me for 
a few reasons. The biggest one is that I remember asking those exact same questions when I was a new 
teaching assistant. Those first few weeks, imposter syndrome hit hard. Couple that with new 
terminology and content that I had never taught before (let alone the fact that I had never taught 
before) and it made walking into that classroom one of the most frightening things I have ever done.  

Every program has some way to prepare its graduate students for teaching, and it’s well acknowledged 
in the field that learning to do this thing we do is hard. Mentors, coordinators, and writing program 
administrators put great effort into making sure that their graduate students survive that first teaching 
experience and come away knowing something about how to teach composition. However, sometimes 
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even the most well intended actions can create different stresses or anxieties for new graduate teaching 
assistants. 
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I remember being handed a rubric, pre-made, and being told it would help me save time grading. This is 
not an uncommon practice. We give our new teaching assistants assignment sheets, activities, rubrics, 
whatever we can so they have materials to use in their classroom. However, we have to be careful here 
because simply providing materials like rubrics is not enough.  

Even though the GTAs save time not having to make the rubric, they may miss out on understanding 
how to use it effectively. They may not have full understanding of the terminology on it or how to use it 
to assess different kinds of student writing. If the graduate student doesn’t fully understand how to use 
the rubric, they can’t be transparent with their students about how work is being assessed.  

Imagine, for example, if I hadn’t had a conversation with the GTA I mentioned before. If one of their 
students raised a hand in class and asked them what metacognition was and they couldn’t answer, it 
would have affected the relationship between the GTA and their students. It can perpetuate the student 
belief that writing assessment is too subjective and based on the whims of their instructor rather than 
that it is based on consistent criteria across a course.  

To avoid these potential conflicts and stressful classroom situations, it is vital that teaching assistants 
fully understand the terminology in any materials before using them or teaching with them. They also 
need context on how individual assignments and assessments fit into the big picture in their classroom. 
This is especially important if your program has a common assignment used for program assessment. It’s 
also important that they not only understand the content and objectives themselves, but that they can 
also communicate those expectations clearly to their students.  
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Graduate teaching assistants need explicit preparation in writing assessment in order to use materials 
like provided rubrics. This preparation can take multiple forms, depending on the local needs and 
resources of a program.  

GTAs should be able to explain all methods of assessment used in the classroom to their students in a 
transparent way. That communication is key, and it is the program’s responsibility to ensure that the 
instructors have this training. GTAs teaching first-year composition come from diverse educational 
experiences, but programs cannot assume that includes background in writing assessment. Often, I hear 
anecdotally that graduate students are told they “know what good writing looks like” because they’re 
graduate students in English. This is a misrepresentation of the work that goes into writing assessment, 
and it also puts additional pressure on graduate students who are new to teaching. When they get that 
kind of advice, they are less likely to ask for help for fear of looking like they’re not meeting 
expectations. Grading writing is hard, and it takes practice. Even within English Studies or Writing 
Studies there are different conceptions of what it means to assess writing. Programs then need to 
ensure that their graduate students not only understand the expectations of the program, but of the 
discipline as well.  

Training in writing assessment is necessary enculturation to support their ability as a writing instructor. 
Explicit work with rubrics or assessments often gets pushed into professional development sessions that 
depend on if the GTA can attend, and if they’re even offered at all. Explicit training in writing assessment 



should be foundational in pedagogical development. As the graduate students progress in their careers, 
those foundations will enable them to explore other methods of assessment.  

Slide 5 
I would be remiss if I didn’t sidebar for a moment on the equity and fairness associated with grading 
with rubrics. This conversation is ongoing in the field, and extensive research has been done on the ways 
that our so-called traditional methods of assessment can further marginalize groups of students. Rubrics 
are far from the gold standard the field once thought they were, and new methods that are more 
attentive to the varying contexts of our classrooms exist. In particular, Inoue’s (2019) work on Labor 
Based Grading Contracts comes to mind. Kelly-Riley and Elliot (2020) have recently released a book with 
specific attention to these issues and conversations.  

When discussing grading and assessment, it is important to engage your graduate instructors in these 
conversations as well. Unfortunately, there is no one-size fits all solution to assessment. Understanding 
the needs of your own local context and creating assessment procedures that address those needs is 
key. Graduate instructors should then understand the context that led to the creation of those 
processes. Understanding the “why” is necessary if they are going to use those methods in their own 
classrooms.  

Extending work that Yancey (1994) and Weiser (1994)present in New Directions in Portfolio Assessment, 
graduate students need structure when learning how to assess in their classrooms. Yancey and Weiser 
specifically discuss how and when to use Portfolios for end-of-term assessment, but their points apply to 
assessment more generally as well. Your graduate students will use what you teach them, so you should 
ensure that you are giving them as complete a picture as you can.  
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Scholars studying the graduate student practicum have highlighted reasons why graduate instructors 
struggle early on in teaching, and they’ve identified the ways in which graduate students resist certain 
topics. Bedore and O’Sullivan (2011) discuss that when topics are difficult to teach, new instructors are 
more likely to shy away or go with the easiest path. Taggart and Lowry (2011) explain that graduate 
students are likely to resist detailed theory in practicums because they’re mostly just trying to survive 
their first semesters teaching. From my own experience and from speaking with other graduate 
assistants, that seems to be accurate.  

Understandably, then, asking students to engage in deep conversations about assessment will be a 
challenge, but it is a necessary one to undertake. Ebest (2002), though talking about writing process, 
makes a key point: many graduate students, prior to teaching, have not considered their own processes 
in detail. It follows then that they haven’t considered how their work has been evaluated either. It’s no 
wonder, then, that grading and assessment are stressful for first-time instructors. Just as we provide 
scaffolding to our first-year composition students when they are learning new concepts, our graduate 
instructors need scaffolding to understand these difficult concepts associated with the work in their 
classrooms.  

Local contexts will shape the forms that this scaffolding takes. Some may have programs that have 
flexibility to modify materials for the first-year composition course, and others may have programs that 
are fully standardized and provide all materials. I have some recommendations for coordinators or 
mentors in both situations.  
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Even though these two contexts are different, they share some key elements to discussing assessment 
with graduate students. Explicit instruction about the context and purposes of the assessment is 
necessary.  

Coordinators should attempt to do the following when discussing assessment: 

Discuss Course Outcomes in detail. We all include the course outcomes on syllabi, and for those of us 
with experience in teaching first-year composition, these outcomes seem expected and understandable. 
However, your new graduate student instructors may not share that understanding. You need to go 
through your course’s outcomes with them to make sure they understand what those outcomes mean 
in the context of their teaching. They need to understand what those outcomes look like in student 
work, and they should see examples of successful completion of outcomes and work that does not meet 
the outcomes.  

Discuss Course Outcomes in relation to the specific assignment. The work we teach in first-year 
composition is often meant to build on itself and encourage students to use skills they have acquired in 
previous units. As your graduate students proceed through the semester, make sure they understand 
how each new assignment applies to the overall trajectory of the course and how it will use previous 
learning and establish skills for future learning. If a student asks them why they’re doing something, 
your graduate student should be able to answer with authority about how the assignment fits into the 
goals of the course.  

Discuss what is assessed in the context. I’ve heard faculty say “Oh, well, you’ll know an A paper when 
you read it.” This is the most anxiety inducing statement you can make to new graduate instructors who 
are stressed about grading. You need to discuss what needs to be assessed in the assignment and why. 
Explain in detail what the program is looking for from this assignment and talk about what aspects 
students have struggled with in the past. If your assessment tool is going to assess specific elements and 
not others, your instructors need to know that. Terms like “clarity,” “style,” and “tone” should be 
explicitly defined and discussed so instructors know what this means in student writing. If you can’t 
explain to your instructors what a specific category means, your instructors can’t explain it to their 
students or assess them based on it. Keep this in mind.  

Discuss and examine examples of what the outcomes look like in student writing. Whenever possible, 
bring in examples of previous student writing for the assignment so your new instructors can see what 
they might expect from their own students. These examples should cover a range of effectiveness; some 
should be high scoring work, and others should show need for improvement. Use these as an 
opportunity to also discuss methods of providing feedback to students. The instructors need to see 
examples of work before attempting to grade their own students’ work. Their students’ work should not 
be a test-run for their ability to assess.  
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Now, depending on the needs of your program, your next steps may look a little different. First, we’ll 
look at recommendations for those in programs that allow modification of first-year composition 
teaching materials.  

My best recommendation in this context is to design the rubrics or assessment materials as a group. This 
way, your instructors are more likely to build materials that are in terms they understand and can 



communicate to their students. It also opens the floor for more detailed conversations about what the 
tool should be assessing in the students’ work.  

Either as a class or in small groups, draft a rubric or assessment tool for the specific assignment. It’s 
important that the rubric be tailored to the specific assignment so that it more accurately assesses the 
work produced. Another trap we sometimes fall into is using a template rubric for multiple different 
assignments. When assignments have different goals, purposes, and requirements, this can result in 
rubrics that aren’t meaningful or representative of what the instructor is actually looking for when they 
read the assignment.  

Once you have a draft or drafts of the assessment tool, discuss it as a group. Talk about strengths and 
weaknesses, and discuss where instructors might have difficulty assessing more subjective areas of the 
outcomes. Modify the rubric until the group is in agreement.  

Finally, be sure to test the rubric on examples of student writing. Using a norming process, where 
instructors will use the rubric to assess multiple pieces of writing and then compare how they viewed 
the work as a group, is good practice here. This norming is important for both institutional contexts I’m 
discussing, so you’ll see it on my next list as well.  
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Some programs may have more standardized materials, but these conversations about assessment and 
rubrics can still happen in these contexts. Important here is explicit conversation about how the 
assessment tools in use were created and how they should be implemented in the classroom.  

I’ve said it before today, and I’ll repeat it: if your instructors do not understand how to use the 
assessment tool effectively, they will not be able to explain their assessment process to their students. 
From personal experience, I can say that only leads to strife. Students will, without fail, have questions 
about their grades. If their instructor cannot explain how they are grading students, that then becomes 
an administrative issue and will possibly result in grade reviews. Transparency about the assessment 
process helps mediate these issues.  

That said, your discussion and introduction of the assessment tool should be detailed. You should 
discuss the context in which it was created. You should discuss the terminology included in it, to ensure 
that your instructors understand the content. You should have an open discussion about how the tool 
assesses the outcomes of the assignment and be sure to allow time for questions. Your instructors, like 
their students, will ask you “why” things are the way they are. You should have those answers prepared.  

Standardization may meet more resistance from instructors, especially those who are new to the field 
and have different expectations of what teaching writing looks like. Having open and honest 
conversations about assessment can help ensure that students in the classrooms in your programs are 
all being assessed on the same criteria. Norming, as I previously mentioned, can help instructors learn 
how to use the assessment tool before working directly with their students’ work. Norming presents a 
low stakes way to practice assessing writing with guidance.  
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So what’s the ideal outcome here? What is the goal? We all grade, we all assess writing, and we all know 
that it isn’t our favorite thing to do. My recommendations are primarily focused on bringing to light 



conversations that happen among graduate students, but that they avoid discussing with faculty for fear 
of losing face or looking like they aren’t cut out for the job they’ve been given.  

Being an instructor, being in charge of another student’s grades, is a position of authority that many 
graduate instructors are unfamiliar with. That unfamiliarity brings stress and anxiety to an already 
stressful set of circumstances. Having explicit conversations about assessment can help alleviate some 
of that stress by demystifying the processes involved.  

The more familiarity the graduate instructors have with the assessment processes, especially if they 
have had a hand in creating them, increases their ability to explain those processes to their students, 
which helps us as a field move toward more equitable assessment methods.  

Finally, from a program perspective, in reviewing assessment materials regularly, coordinators and 
mentors will be able to assess pressure points and identify materials that need revision. This reflective 
practice can ensure that the program stays in line with best practices in the field. There is no singular 
solution to assessment, and programs should take their local contexts into account. However, with these 
recommendations, graduate instructors can gain experience and confidence in writing assessment in 
their classrooms, even when they are new to the field and practice.  
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Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to tune in. A full transcript with references is 
available on my website, kshartelhall.com/4C2021. If you have follow-up questions, you can find me on 
Twitter at @kshartel. 
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