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Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education

Democratising assessment rubrics for international students

Chahna Gonsalves 

Marketing, King’s College London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Despite their widespread adoption and recognised benefits, rubrics have 
been critiqued for their potential misalignment with student needs. The 
voices of international students, who constitute a substantial portion of 
the higher education population, remain underrepresented. This study 
examines the perspectives of international undergraduate students on 
assessment rubrics in a UK business school. Employing a participatory 
research approach and focus groups, the findings reveal challenges stu-
dents face related to rubric design, rubric use during and post-assessment, 
and prior experience with rubrics. This study concludes that enhancing 
the accessibility of rubrics for international students – via thoughtful 
design, timely introduction, focused discussions, pertinent activities and 
seamless integration throughout the assessment cycle – is paramount. 
The article advocate for more inclusive and effective rubric practices tai-
lored to the diverse needs of the international student body.

Students struggle to understand assessment expectations when they are presented in the form 
of assessment rubrics (Rust, Price, and O’Donovan 2003; O’Donovan, Price, and Rust 2004). Recent 
discussions emphasise the need for explicit criteria (Allen and Tanner 2006; Balan and Jönsson 
2018; Balloo et  al. 2018), outline characteristics of effective rubric design (Brookhart 2013, 2018; 
Z. Chan and Ho 2019) and test interventions to support student engagement with them (Graham, 
Harner, and Marsham 2022; Mountain et  al. 2023). However, students still struggle to meaning-
fully engage with rubrics without explicit guidance from staff (Orsmond, Merry, and Reiling 1996). 
They perceive rubrics to be much less helpful in making assessment transparent than the aca-
demics who produce them and often take their effectiveness for granted (Z. Chan and Ho 2019). 
The gap between students’ engagement with assessment rubrics and faculty expectations for 
their use raises questions about the effectiveness of written rubrics and their features that could 
impact academic success.

Assessment rubrics serve as both a cornerstone and a point of contention in the landscape of 
higher education evaluation. As systemic frameworks, rubrics strive for clarity and standardisa-
tion, aiming to ensure equity, consistency and clear delineation in the evaluation process (Jönsson 
and Svingby 2007). Their utility in communicating assessment expectations has fuelled adoption 
(Balan and Jönsson 2018). Nevertheless, debate persists concerning their design and their apti-
tude to deliver quality assessment and meaningful feedback to students (Dawson 2017; Z. Chan 
and Ho 2019). In the UK the National Student Survey chronicles discontent among undergradu-
ates regarding assessment and feedback (Davies 2023). While rubrics excel in providing structure, 
expediting grading, facilitating self-assessment and promoting evaluative judgement (Reddy and 
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Andrade 2010), they are simultaneously subject to critical inquiries regarding their real-world 
effectiveness in educational appraisal.

A growing interest exists in examining student perspectives on what constitutes an effective 
rubric (Leader and Clinton 2018; Z. Chan and Ho 2019; Kilgour et  al. 2020). However, notable 
gaps in the body of research on rubrics are the scant representation of international student 
viewpoints (Sun et  al. 2023) and the lack of distinction between domestic and international stu-
dent status in rubric studies, despite the significance of this demographic. To illustrate, between 
2020 and 2021, international students constituted 22% of the UK university student populace, 
approximating to 584,100 entrants (Bolton and Lewis 2022). Wolf and Stevens (2007) highlight 
that rubrics are particularly helpful for international students and even recommend their use, yet 
variations in prior experience with assessment rubrics and challenges in understanding assess-
ment expectations might negate the effects of assessment rubrics and inadvertently impact their 
assessment outcomes. Given the increasing diversity of higher education, further investigation 
which includes international students’ voices is critical (Boyle et  al. 2020) if we as educators ‘are 
to be inclusive in our practice and give all learners maximum opportunities to reach their poten-
tial’ (McLean 2018, 1327). In an era where inclusivity and equitable assessment are of paramount 
importance, embracing a myriad of perspectives to better understand the challenges students 
face is vital to create rubrics that are universally effective.

This study investigates undergraduate international students’ perspectives on assessment 
rubrics in the business school of a UK higher education provider. To do so, it combines a partic-
ipatory research approach (Bergold and Thomas 2012) with focus groups to amplify the student 
voice. The aim of the paper is to investigate the challenges first-year undergraduate international 
students face regarding rubrics. The primary objectives are to uncover the difficulties these stu-
dents encounter with rubrics, and to propose strategies for educators and institutions to enhance 
the accessibility, engagement and support surrounding these assessment instruments, ultimately 
democratising rubrics, and improving the students’ assessment experiences. This study adds to 
our understanding by providing an authentic picture of student engagement with these tools, 
shedding light on students’ perceptions of their value to learning.

Literature review

Assessment rubric research in higher education has a deep-rooted history, experiencing a pro-
nounced surge in recent times. Rubrics are one of the many assessment artefacts that have 
emerged since the 1990s (Hudson et  al. 2017) alongside quality assurance processes in UK higher 
education to communicate, transfer and share knowledge of standards and expectations with 
stakeholders in the assessment process (Sadler 2014). In the context of higher education, diverse 
assessment instruments are provided to students to guide and evaluate their work. As a central 
tool in this evaluative suite, the assessment rubric is hallmarked by its evaluative criteria, quality 
definitions for those criteria at particular levels, and a scoring strategy (Popham 1997; Dawson 
2017). Considering the inherent ambiguity surrounding the rubric’s conceptual architecture, 
Dawson (2017) sought to refine rubric delineation, presenting a compendium of 14 design 
parameters that typify both the essence of rubrics and their applicative milieu. Elements includ-
ing specificity, secrecy, exemplars, scoring strategy, evaluative criteria, quality levels, quality defi-
nitions, judgement complexity, users and uses, creators, quality processes, accompanying feedback 
information, presentation, and explanation, offer an enriched scaffold for rubric discussions and 
scholarly investigation.

Positioned within Dawson’s theoretical framework, analytic rubrics dissect criteria into evalua-
tive dimensions and describe performance across a range of levels, which allows for more gran-
ular feedback and use with complex assignments (Jönsson and Svingby 2007). In contrast, holistic 
rubrics are characterised by their uni-dimensional scoring approach, making them optimal for 
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simpler tasks needing only broad evaluation (Brookhart 2018). The use of points-based marking 
schemes is also notable, denoting the allocation of marks for the depth of insight in a student’s 
response and typically employed in essays, short answers and timed assessments (Santrock 2018).

It is widely agreed that rubrics enhance the transparency of assessment (Jönsson 2014; 
Jönsson and Prins 2019). Although transparency is used as a metaphor to suggest that rubrics 
help to make assessment criteria and expectations more visible to stakeholders (Bearman and 
Ajjawi 2021), rubrics have become a critical tool to facilitate shared communication of these 
aspects between stakeholders, providing explicit statements that identify how learning is evi-
denced in an assessment (Sadler 2012). By reading rubrics, students are empowered to identify 
desired performance levels, establish learning goals, and improve their work via self-assessment 
(Panadero and Romero 2014). Rubrics also enhance student learning by increasing the value and 
insightfulness of feedback (Cockett and Jackson 2018).

Despite their utility, challenges persist for students using assessment rubrics. For example, the 
very structure of some analytic rubrics could overwhelm students with an abundance of details 
(Panadero and Jönsson 2013), thus diluting their focus on the most critical aspects of the assess-
ment. Some studies find that students perceive rubrics to contain components that instructors 
value but omit design and criteria facets that the students consider pertinent to them (Bell, 
Mladenovic, and Price 2013; Panadero and Romero 2014; C. K. Y. Chan and Luo 2022). To address 
these issues, scholars and practitioners are urged to explore the intricacies of rubric design and 
effectiveness (Brookhart and Chen 2015; Dawson 2017; Brookhart 2018) while considering their 
primary users’ needs (Andrade 2005).

The complex and specialised terminology used within rubrics may be well understood by aca-
demics but not by their students (Lea and Street 1998; Andrade 2005). These challenges may be 
especially pronounced for international students due to linguistic barriers and diverse educational 
backgrounds. Jargon-heavy rubrics can create a cognitive barrier, making it difficult for students to 
decipher and stymie their attempts to align their work with the intended learning outcomes. Limited 
linguistic proficiency and dexterity has been found to magnify international students’ assessment 
difficulties and increase their workload whilst reducing satisfaction with assessment and feedback 
(Wearring et  al. 2015). Ammigan (2019) found that fairness and transparency of assessment, and 
explanation of grading and assessment criteria, correlated with international students’ satisfaction 
with institutional experience. These findings suggest rubrics designed to support comprehension 
and engagement may contribute to various dimensions of international students’ satisfaction.

International students frequently enter new education systems with pre-existing mental mod-
els of academic quality that are incongruent with those promulgated by their host institutions 
(Boyle et  al. 2020). Learning to navigate these new academic landscapes requires adaptation to 
different pedagogical and assessment practices. Adaptation also requires them to build new 
schemas for categorising assessment criteria, and to develop a ‘working memory’ of assessment 
standards to calibrate their performance and fine-tune their interpretation of feedback according 
to the nuances of the quality benchmarks (Sweller 1988; Paas, Renkl, and Sweller 2003). Ghalayini 
(2014) examined the experiences of Indian international postgraduate students, finding that they 
were not familiar with assessment rubrics and struggled to understand how to meet the require-
ments of specific types of assignment. Unfamiliarity with rubrics and their application can increase 
cognitive load, especially when instructor-led orientation and guidance are absent (Reddy and 
Andrade 2010). Without coherent interpretative guidance, students may misconstrue expectations 
and perceive dissonance between what the assignment prompts and what the rubric assesses, 
further confounding their efforts to meet assessment expectations (Jönsson and Svingby 2007). 
Such assessment-related challenges have even been linked to decisions by some first-year under-
graduates to withdraw from their courses (Krause 2005; Jones and Fleischer 2012).

This study responds to the call for additional empirical studies to better understand the chal-
lenges international students face with assessment rubrics (Macias and Dolan 2009; McLean 2018; 
Boyle et  al. 2020). The overarching research question of the paper was: how does the design and 
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use of assessment rubrics impact international students’ engagement with and comprehension of 
them during the assessment process?

Method

A participatory research model (Bergold and Thomas 2012) was employed, wherein international 
students collaborated in all phases of the research, from conceptualisation of the focus group 
protocol to leading on data collection and contributing nuanced analysis through a student-centric 
lens. The research team comprised one education-focused scholar who teaches at the study insti-
tution and two research assistants who were also international students and employed through 
the university. The research assistants received formal training in focus group methodology and 
thematic analysis, provided by an independent research methods consultant. According to 
Bergold and Thomas (2012), participatory research aims to conduct studies in collaboration with 
those whose experiences are the subject of the research to democratise the research process and 
foster cooperation. Welikala and Atkin (2014) posit that this collaborative approach is especially 
relevant in educational research, in which researchers’ interpretations of student experiences 
dominate.

Data collection

The study was conducted within a UK Business School that does not enforce a mandatory assess-
ment rubric policy. While module leaders are encouraged to create tailored assessment rubrics, 
they are permitted to use the university’s generic assessment criteria on the Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE), which outlines standards for respective study levels.

Anticipating diverse experiences and varied opinions on assessment rubrics, focus groups 
were chosen for the safety and supportive environment they can create for participants which 
fosters sharing (Bertrand, Brown, and Ward 1992). Relative to surveys and interviews, focus groups 
also allow for the capture of responses to moderators’ questions and spontaneous reactions to 
and elaborations on the conversation that emerges among participants (Massey 2011).

The university’s Student Experience team recruited international student focus group partici-
pants via email. Four focus groups lasting between 60 and 90 min each were conducted. Each 
group consisted of three to five students and was led by two facilitators. The study aims were 
explained to all participants. Participants signed consent forms giving permission to audio and 
video record the discussion. Recordings were anonymised upon transcription. Students received 
a £15 voucher for their participation.

The focus groups included 16 undergraduate international students: nine first years, four sec-
ond years and three third years. For inclusivity of design, participants were included from various 
degrees within the business school reflecting diverse assessment practices and tools: Business 
and Management (n = 5), Economics and Management (n = 4), Accounting and Management 
(n = 5), and Joint Honour degrees (n = 2). The business school context was selected as participants 
took between four (n = 2) and seven (n = 14) business school modules in the first year, with four 
modules (introduction to management, introduction to accounting, principles of economics and 
principles of marketing) common to all participants’ courses and reflection. All participants were 
non-UK citizens who had completed primary and secondary education outside of the UK. Two 
participants had completed preparatory (foundation or pre-sessional) education in the UK, at the 
study institution.

During the focus groups, students referred to a sample of assessment tools including the 
generic undergraduate assessment criteria, an analytic rubric, a holistic rubric, and a marking 
scheme used on modules in the business school. Sample focus group questions probed 
approaches to assessment criteria communication in post-secondary versus higher education, 
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engagement with rubrics, perceived utility of rubrics, timing of introduction, accessibility, and 
ways instructors could enhance their understanding. Collectively, the focus groups provided rich 
data for analysis.

Data analysis

This study employed the DEPICT model to support a partnership approach to qualitative data 
analysis (Flicker and Nixon 2015). Transcribed focus group data were analysed in six steps: (1) 
independent reading of a subset of the transcripts by each member of the team, (2) independent 
coding, (3) engaged collaborative codebook development, (4) inclusive reviewing and summaris-
ing of categories, (5) collaborative analysis of the data and (6) translation. Note that steps 2 and 
3 are inversed relative to Flicker & Nixon’s (2015) description of the method as this study 
employed inductive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a versatile method consisting of a 
range of sub-methods that requires careful planning in the research design (Braun and Clarke 
2006). An inductive approach was used, as the research team did not start with an existing the-
ory or framework. Rather, the lead researcher’s background in assessment research provided a 
theoretical understanding of assessment rubrics (Dawson 2017).

The codes formulated were more semantic than latent (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2023), as the 
goal of the research was to accurately portray what the study participants expressed, instead of 
uncovering deeper, hidden meanings. Open codes were generated based on words and phrases 
used by focus groups participants (eg hard to read, vague, never mentioned, use in class, etc.). 
Each member of the team coded and authored an analysis of the data. The process enhanced 
the fidelity of interpretation and brought validity to the process whilst the independent readings 
of the transcript required by the DEPICT method allowed for creative interpretations of the data 
(Flicker and Nixon 2015). Open codes were then compared and grouped to create axial codes in 
discussion, which established relationships between axial codes. Examples of axial codes included 
‘presentation’, ‘customisation’, ‘engagement with the rubric’, etc. Extracts of data identified as per-
plexing, open codes and axial codes were discussed by the three members of the research team 
until text categorisation and appropriate code labels were agreed. It is acknowledged that these 
interpretations were significantly influenced by the research team’s perspective, as opposed to 
‘emerging’ organically from the data (Varpio et  al. 2017). The research team’s ontological stance 
of realism (Maxwell 2012) led to an understanding that the assessment rubric experiences of the 
participants are a part of their own reality, which may vary from those of other students.

Results

Data analysis yielded four key themes: rubric design, assessment preparation, post-assessment, 
prior experience with rubrics. Rubric design included sub-themes such as specificity, presentation 
and quality of descriptors. Assessment preparation included sub-themes such as engagement 
with the rubric and availability of past papers and model answers. The post-assessment theme 
centred on linking the rubric to feedback. While the degree of importance given to each of these 
themes in each focus group discussion varied, the themes were evident in all focus groups. The 
reliability of these findings was enhanced through independent coding by each member of the 
research team followed by collective discussion (Maxwell 2012).

Rubric design: interplay of rubric specificity, visual presentation and language

A recurring theme in this study relates to the concerns raised by participants about the specificity 
of assessment rubrics. Across the focus groups, there was a notable tension between use of the 
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university-wide generic descriptors and tailored, task- or assessment-specific rubrics (Dawson 
2017). Across all focus groups, students shared the experience of being directed to generic 
undergraduate criteria on the VLE. One student remarked that each time they ‘opened those 
marking criteria [they were] exactly the same as before’. Repeated exposure to what many per-
ceived as repetitive and redundant marking criteria considerably reduced students’ motivation to 
fully engage with the rubric. There was a general lack of desire to scrutinise a document they 
had seen multiple times. One student explained they ‘don’t really read the marking criteria. I 
usually just check and scan it’, while another had stopped reading it altogether because they 
‘didn’t fancy reading the same document nine times’. This sentiment is juxtaposed against an 
awareness of escalating academic standards as they progress through their studies. Despite this 
awareness, the monotony of generic criteria led many to believe that these generic university-level 
rubrics do not provide ‘useful information’ to improve performance.

Students showed a clear preference for assessment-specific rubrics, which they perceived to 
be more conducive to communicating individual instructors’ preferences, their value of theory 
versus applied knowledge and assessment expectations. The generic criteria, in contrast, left stu-
dents grappling to understand the requirements of different assessment types, especially for 
assessments that were theoretical versus applied in nature. Consequently, many students shifted 
their focus to other course materials, which they felt offered clearer, more actionable guidance. 
This is exemplified by a student who turned to the assessment brief and intuition, stating it 
‘actually says what specifically to do and what they expect’, illustrating their shift in strategy due 
to the limitations of the generic criteria. Despite their frustrations with generic criteria, students 
adapt to the use of other resources when what is provided does not meet their needs.

The visual presentation of assessment rubrics has significant implications for student engage-
ment and interpretive ease. In the study institution and in the focus group stimuli, analytic 
rubrics are presented in landscape orientation to accommodate the full range of standards on a 
0–100 marking scale. Students unanimously agreed that a vertically oriented rubric would not 
only appear ‘less overwhelming’ but also facilitate reading and scrolling, especially on digital 
devices like tablets. The discussions also brought forth a noteworthy observation regarding the 
organisation of grades which participants felt was more intuitive when higher grades are pre-
sented on the left of the page and descend to the right. Rhetorically, one student asked,

Why would I waste time scanning columns first which describe what to do for the grades lower than the 
one I want to achieve?

They argued that such a layout aligns better with their instinctual search pattern, facilitating 
quicker access to both guidance and relevant feedback.

While participants underscored the necessity of detailed grading standards within analytic 
rubrics, they also flagged concerns regarding the typical grouping of grades between 70 and 100 
into a single column. While recognising this might stem from A4 page limitations, such an aggre-
gation impedes their ability to discern areas of improvement within that grade range. However, 
the need for specificity posed a paradox as excessive textual density was identified as a barrier 
to engagement. One student stated that the text is:

super small and it’s not easy to digest… you don’t want to sit and read the assessment rubric.

The visual appeal, or lack thereof, of rubrics also surfaced as a determinant of student engage-
ment. The monochromatic presentation was critiqued for its lack of inspiration. In contrast, stu-
dents suggested colour as a potential mechanism to bolster attention and comprehension. 
Students proposed colour-coding criteria in the rubric and using corresponding colours in feed-
back and on marked exemplars. When asked for clarification, participants expressed disapproval 
of any ‘traffic light’ red, amber and green colour coding which they felt was simple but could be 
demotivating. Instead, they suggested rainbow colours would provide a good range of options 
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to correspond with the five or more criteria they typically see in a rubric. This approach, they 
reasoned, could provide clearer insight into what assessors prioritise and help them discern what 
constitutes a high-quality submission by showing ‘what it’s doing to get the marks’.

Rubric descriptors were a third design factor that posed challenges. The overarching sentiment 
from the participants was that these descriptors often leaned towards verbosity, resulting in 
ambiguity rather than clarity. Participants made observations about the ‘wordiness’ of the rubric 
which, paradoxically, obfuscated the intended meaning. One student stated:

For a better grade, they just use more words, but they don’t really mean anything. I don’t really know 
exactly what they’re looking for.

Participants emphasised the need for clarity and making the rubrics ‘simpler to understand’. 
One participant suggested the descriptors could be presented more concisely or even as bullet 
points to make the criteria more digestible, which received support from the other 
participants.

More general discussion about the difficulties participants face with the language of descrip-
tors in rubrics was coded for all focus groups. A common issue emerged that students who 
found the language of the university generic rubric inaccessible experienced the same problem 
on every module where this assessment rubric was used. One student stated:

Having the same rubric for every module is not clear, and using those fancy words doesn’t help me as a 
foreigner.

Discussions revealed that efforts to decipher unclear descriptors were sometimes unsuccessful, 
as exemplified by one student:

English is my second language. When [rubrics] use those very formal advanced words, I go to a translator 
to [translate them into] my mother language. It’s not helpful at all because I can’t really tell the difference 
between those adjectives or adverbs.

Students in all focus groups articulated a need for additional support to understand perfor-
mance descriptors. This led to constructive discussions around potential solutions. One popular 
suggestion was the creation of a supplementary guidance sheet. This sheet could accompany the 
rubric and delve into the intricacies of the marking criteria, helping students navigate its com-
plexities. Highlighting a practical application, one participant referenced a past module where a 
glossary was provided, clarifying terms in the rubric:

I like what we did for one of my modules, where the module leader had definitions for some of the words 
in the rubric… She was trying to basically make it easier to understand what the rubric is trying to say.

Such practical approaches were well-received, emphasising the effectiveness of contextual 
clarifications. However, a glossary alone was seen as a limited solution. While it might clarify 
certain terms like ‘critical analysis’, it did little to demystify more vague descriptors like ‘contains 
minor errors’. Participants expressed a desire for tangible benchmarks, seeking practical examples 
or numerical clarifications. They sought an explicit breakdown of what certain terms meant, call-
ing for clarity or ‘actual explanations’ on the distinction between terms like ‘effective’ and ‘mostly 
effective’ or ‘minor errors’ versus ‘some errors’. More broadly, participants spotlight a difference 
between the intent of communication in assessment rubrics and its reception.

Assessment preparation: engagement, timely introduction and complementary tools

Engagement with the assessment rubric emerged as a central theme, highlighting its critical role in 
students’ understanding of assessment criteria. Participants revealed that rubrics’ complexity became 
less problematic when they were given opportunities to actively engage with them during the 
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assessment preparation period. Participants indicated a range of experiences concerning how 
rubrics were introduced. While digital access was deemed convenient, a mere online posting with-
out further discussion proved insufficient. As one participant pointed out, presentation of the rubric 
often occurred during the initial lecture or tutorial, but in other cases ‘you just need to look at it 
on [the VLE] on your own’. Other students encountered it by chance when preparing their 
assignments.

Across focus groups, participants agreed that rubrics were shown, ‘but not really in depth’. 
While the instructor’s direction to a digital rubric was recognised as helpful, providing printed 
copies resonated as a standout practice and a more effective introduction to the rubric:

The only module that really showed us the marking rubric was [module name redacted] because our mod-
ule leader printed it out for us to have a look. Other tutorial leaders will tell us to ‘have a look at the rubric 
if you want to see the distinction between the different grades’. But it was only explicitly shown to us in 
one module.

The timing of the introduction of rubrics had a significant impact on engagement. One stu-
dent stated:

Sometimes they talk about it in the beginning of the first lecture or the first tutorial. But sometimes they 
don’t talk about the coursework and rubric until like the fourth or fifth tutorial.

Participants preferred an early introduction to assessment rubrics. However, several participants 
reported a late introduction, often just before assessment deadlines, hindering their alignment with 
the criteria and lessening their motivation for adjustment as illustrated in the following comment:

If you look at the rubric at the beginning and your tutorial leader makes it clear this is what you should 
use… then you won’t reach the problem whereby you look at the criteria at the end and realize you actually 
haven’t really followed it, but you can’t be bothered to change your work.

As another student explained, late engagement meant they were ‘too tired’ to modify their 
work to meet the rubric standards, rather ‘accepting the work is fine’ and submitting it ‘as it is’.

The value of early and frequent reinforcement of the criteria throughout the course was 
stressed as well as integrating it with teaching content. Students universally emphasised the 
importance of in-depth discussions about the rubric during tutorials. Dialogue that breaks down 
the criteria, and facilitates a clear understanding of expectations, was seen as beneficial.

While the primary focus remained on rubrics, the availability of past papers and model answers 
emerged as a sub-theme. Participants critiqued when instructors did not provide past papers or 
model answers and expressed confusion about why some instructors withheld them. Although 
participants acknowledged reasons like reusing questions or changes in the assessment format 
that invalidated past papers and model answers, students recounted instances where they 
assumed the causes of this absence through discussions with peers in the year above who sat 
different assessments. The overarching feeling was that such resources greatly complement the 
rubrics, and that explanations should be provided in their absence.

While the preference for rubrics over the absence of any guidance was clear, participants 
pointed out situations – particularly in examinations covering diverse topics – where rubrics 
might be unwieldy. In these instances, a simpler marking scheme was considered more practical. 
As one student noted, extensive rubrics could become overwhelming when faced with a multi-
tude of topics. With a rubric unlike a marking scheme, another student concluded ‘you wouldn’t 
know about what exactly’ to write.

Post-assessment: rubric rooted feedback

Feedback linked to the rubric allowed students to understand where they succeeded or erred in 
meeting the assessment criteria. Conversely, feedback provided without use of the rubric 
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diminished the students’ perception of its utility. One student argued that sharing a rubric on a 
module without providing it to the students alongside the marks ‘is almost as useful as not pro-
viding one, because even if I met the criteria or not, I wouldn’t know’.

Some of the data coded under feedback linked to the rubric was also coded under assessment 
preparation as participants wanted to see what an exemplar was doing to achieve marks against 
the rubric. Across focus groups, there was a unanimous appreciation for access to high-quality 
work samples with a marked-up rubric for each. This highlights the significance of deploying the 
rubric throughout the assessment process to bolster students’ grasp of the assessment criteria 
and expectations.

Prior experience with assessment rubrics

Participants highlighted the disparity between their prior experience with assessment rubrics and 
their use in higher education. Despite varied educational backgrounds among focus group par-
ticipants, a consensus emerged regarding the differing roles and purposes of rubrics in 
post-secondary and higher education settings. A participant from the international baccalaureate 
program noted that, in their prior education, rubrics primarily acted as marking schemes:

It wasn’t explicitly told to us… but everyone knew, if it’s a 6-mark question or an 8-mark question, you need 
to write down six or eight points to gain those marks.

Beyond the different functions of assessment rubrics, the active role teachers played in eluci-
dating the marking criteria and guiding students on how to achieve higher scores added a layer 
to the sub-theme of prior experience with rubrics. Although the assessment rubrics were avail-
able, the key distinction lay in the support provided by teachers, as compared to lecturers, as 
one student explained:

We were given the marking criteria… But the difference was in how teachers were always present to assist 
us, provide examples and guide us on how to attain each band, or what you could do to go higher.

This underlines a broader perspective that while rubrics are informative, their efficacy in the 
eyes of students can be largely influenced by the supportive and explanatory roles played by 
educators. The transition from one educational setting to another, with differences in rubric use 
and guidance, creates a distinctive set of challenges and adaptations for international students 
in higher education.

Discussion and implications for practice

This study asked: ‘How does the design and use of assessment rubrics impact international stu-
dents’ engagement with and comprehension of them during the assessment process?’ The data 
analysis unveiled four salient themes: rubric design, assessment preparation, use post-assessment 
and prior experience with rubrics that shed light on the complexities these students encounter.

Participants in this study consistently favoured assessment rubrics over their absence and per-
ceived them as helpful (Reddy and Andrade 2010). By revealing multiple challenges posed by the 
use of generic compared to specific rubrics, this study adds to literature on the crucial role of 
rubric design on international students’ engagement with them (Dawson 2017; Kilgour et  al. 
2020). Students’ preference for task-specific rubrics reflects extant findings that generic ones lack 
detailed guidance (Panadero and Jönsson 2013). The finding that repeated exposure to generic 
criteria led some students to disengage with rubrics highlights a potential pedagogical gap that 
may result from widespread use of generic rubrics. International students may struggle to develop 
or see the progression of knowledge and skills when faced with interpretations and application 
of generic rubrics that differ significantly from instructor to instructor, module to module, and do 
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not adapt to the changing demands at increasing levels of their degree course. Diminished moti-
vation to engage with assessment criteria potentially undermines the rubric’s primary 
self-assessment and performance improvement purposes. Balancing task-specific rubrics with 
more generic criteria may offer a compromise (Cockett and Jackson 2018).

Students’ desire for detailed grading criteria juxtaposed against their aversion to textual den-
sity showcases a paradox as highlighted by Gezie et  al. (2012); rubrics need to be more detailed 
and clearer. This underscores a need for precise communication: where details are conveyed with-
out overwhelming the reader, pointing towards a potential gap in current rubric designs. Students 
found lengthy rubrics counterproductive, particularly when descriptors for higher grading levels 
are  longer. Instructors should offer detailed criteria for top grades and simpler descriptions for 
lower bands. These adverse effects of textual density, potentially inducing extraneous cognitive 
load (Paas, Renkl, and Sweller 2003), underscore the importance of a balanced rubric design that 
economises student cognitive resources. This finding also suggests that students do not just cog-
nitively engage with tools like rubrics; they have emotional reactions to them. This aligns with 
Carless’ (2006) assertion that assessment is an emotional experience for students. As design 
aspects can evoke feelings of being overwhelmed, impacting overall engagement, extra care 
should be taken in rubric development.

Predictably, and in line with prior research, ambiguous academic language impeded under-
standing of rubrics, especially for non-native English speakers (Jönsson 2014). However, students 
in this study expressed a desire for supplementary tools, like guidance sheets and glossaries, to 
clarify terminologies. Beyond advocating for instructors to improve the clarity of rubric language, 
these findings urge institutions to prioritise the development of rubrics and ancillary support 
materials within their instructional design strategies (Wolf and Stevens 2007; Gonsalves 2023).

As identified in prior research, the timing of rubric dissemination is crucial (Gezie et  al. 2012) 
and the mere provision of a rubric is not sufficient (Panadero and Jönsson 2020). This study shows 
that early and intermittent rubric discussion, and active classroom engagement, are vital for a 
deeper understanding. Students’ uncertainty regarding the availability of past papers and model 
answers may be due to instructors’ concerns; that such familiarisation could hinder assessment 
variation and increase examination predictability (Elwood, Hopfenbeck, and Baird 2017). However, 
instructors might communicate transparently to the benefit of students when such resources are 
not provided. Although rubrics are known to aid feedback (Reddy and Andrade 2010), students 
perceive their value to be reduced if not used post-assessment. Rubric use throughout the assess-
ment process is vital for better student understanding and improved assessment experience.

Finally, the distinction between some international students’ prior rubric experience – geared 
towards point accumulation – and their interpretive use in higher education is crucial to under-
standing how their experience impacts students’ approaches to learning and assessment prepa-
ration (Gezie et  al. 2012). Institutional support should explicitly guide international students in 
transitioning to the sophisticated use of rubrics in higher education.

Conclusion

This study examined international undergraduate students’ challenges with assessment rubrics, 
addressing rubric design, use during and post-assessment, and prior experiences. While existing 
research targets general students (Z. Chan and Ho 2019; Panadero and Jönsson 2020), this work 
centres the unique experiences of international students (Boyle et  al. 2020). Overall, this study 
suggests that making rubrics accessible to international students through their design, timely 
introduction, discussion, activities and integration throughout the assessment cycle can democ-
ratise rubrics by facilitating engagement with them. Many of these suggestions could be imple-
mented easily to the benefit of all students. Beyond how rubrics are introduced, this study’s 
findings suggest that careful consideration must be given to the evolution of pedagogy and 
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support to develop deeper understanding and assessment literacy in years 2 and 3 of an under-
graduate degree. Institutions without an established rubric policy should: (1) encourage instruc-
tors to adopt these practices and (2) devise guidance to support international students’ 
engagement with rubrics, ultimately fostering their academic success.

This study suggests benefits from combining color-coded rubrics with feedback. Though this 
approach has been applied (eg Mitchell and Pereira-Edwards 2022), empirical research of its effects 
is needed. While this study is limited by its sample size, single business school focus, and focus 
group findings which may not be generalisable to the broader population, it offers valuable 
insights to a broader audience of instructors and institutions. As Cook-Sather (2002) suggests, if 
an education system is supposedly designed to serve students, we should heed their perspectives 
and reconsider whose views we seek to enhance and refine the education systems we desire.
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