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A Strengths-Based Approach to Assessment Rubrics

Introduction

Approaching teaching and learning from
a strengths-based mindset can look very
different from teaching and learning
that is generated through a deficit-based
mindset. Unfortunately, deficit-based
approaches are pervasive and can
undermine attempts to promote equity,
improve schools, and increase student
achievement (Valencia, 2010). In this
article, we briefly define both mindsets
and summarize why a strengths-based
approach to teaching and learning is
preferable. To demonstrate the differ-
ences, we describe how standards-based
assessment rubrics tend to emphasize

a deficit-based mindset, and we show
how such rubrics can be improved by
focusing more on strengths than on
weaknesses and by providing helpful
feedback to students. We also sug-

gest additional steps that districts and
schools can take to shift toward greater
strengths-based practices.

Strengths-Based
Approaches Versus
Deficit-Based
Approaches

A strengths-based (sometimes referred
to as asset-based) approach to teaching
and learning emphasizes and focuses
on the positive aspects of students’
effort, performance, and achievement
(Lopez & Louis, 2009, p. 1). The mindset
behind such an approach defines
students by their strengths and achieve-
ments, not their failures. Teachers

with this mindset view learning and
development as a progression in which

learners continuously build on existing
knowledge and work to enhance or refine
their skills. A strengths-based mindset
begins with looking at what a learner is
able to do and from there, sets goals to
drive new learning (Valencia, 2010).

By contrast, a deficit-based approach
to teaching and learning is grounded
in a mindset that focuses on what is
“bad” or is not being learned (Shushok
& Hulme, 2006). This mindset defines
students based on their weaknesses
and/or failures, not their strengths
(McKay & Devlin, 2016). Such an
approach encourages a model of
pathology in which anyone who is not
able to learn what educators think they
should learn in an expected manner
and time frame must be wrong, behind,
or deficient. A deficit-based mindset
begins with expecting a certain level of
attainment and considers the learner
from this perspective.

A key difference between a strengths-
based approach and a deficit-based
approach is that the latter separates
students into two distinct groups: those
who can and those who cannot. Such
division drives what some have called
the Matthew effect (Rigney, 2010). The
Matthew effect refers to the biblical
adage “the rich get richer and the poor
get poorer.” When teachers assess
student performance from a deficit-
based mindset, the focus for students
who did not meet expectations or
standards is aimed backward on what
they did not learn. Subsequent teaching
is likely to focus on filling these gaps.
By comparison, for students who met
or exceeded the standard, the teacher’s
focus is oriented forward on learning
new knowledge and skills. Thus, for
students who achieve proficiency
according to pre-determined norms, the
focus is to continue moving forward,

whereas for students who did not meet
these norms, momentum is stalled and
the focus is oriented backward.

The Matthew effect is less likely to
happen when the assessment of student
learning is based on a strengths-based
mindset. From this perspective, after
students have demonstrated their
learning, the teacher identifies what
each student is able to do and works
with students to set new goals to
continue forward momentum. A teacher
with this mindset understands that all
students learn at different paces and in
different ways. During demonstrations
of learning, the teacher gathers and uses
data to continue looking forward by set-
ting goals to drive new learning based
on what students have demonstrated
they are able to do — not on what they
cannot do. This approach sends a mes-
sage to all students that they are capable
of learning, even when they learn at
different rates. The learning orientation
for everyone is always forward.

The differences between strengths-
based and deficit-based approaches

to teaching and learning are not just
semantic. The way people think shapes
how they communicate and act. In
education, one area where the influence
of mindsets is most evident is in how
students are assessed. In the following
sections, we explore how rubrics that
are used for assessing student learning
are designed and implemented differ-
ently depending on whether they come
from a deficit-based or a strengths-
based mindset.

Deficit—-Based Rubrics

Rubrics are a common and often helpful
type of resource that teachers use
for assessing student work according
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Figure 1. Structure of typical rubric
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to standards. Many rubrics take the
form of grids, as shown in Figure 1.
Typically the column headers describe
progressive levels of performance.
The number of performance levels
varies, but having four levels seems
to be common. Often, the first two
levels indicate performance below an
established standard, the third level
describes proficient performance that
meets the standard, and the fourth
describes performance that exceeds
expectations. The rows of a rubric
typically have headers that identify the
criteria or standards being measured,
and the cells in each row describe the
levels of performance for that row’s
criterion or standard.

The vast majority of rubrics we see
being used in classrooms are designed
from a deficit-based mindset. These
rubrics use a language of deficit to
describe levels of performance below
proficiency. Such language can appear
both in the labels for the levels of
performance and in the descriptors of
below-standard performance.

For example, a quick scan of sample
rubrics found online yields hundreds of
rubrics that label four levels of perfor-
mance with phrases like the following:

» Does Not Meet, Partially Meets, Meets,
Exceeds

» Failing, Basic, Proficient, Exceptional

» Poor, Fair, Good, Excellent

» Needs Improvement, Satisfactory,
Good, Strong

In each set of the four levels, notice
how the first level or two uses lan-
guage that implies deficit or deficiency.
Similar to the names given to each
level, the descriptions for standards
within the lower levels of performance
frequently rely on language such as the
following: poor, lacks, does not, missing,
fails to, mistakes, low, weak, inconsistent,
incoherent, problematic, serious errors,
has trouble, no style, not balanced, unclear,
incapable, unable, questionable, egregious.

From these examples, it is apparent
that a significant portion of the
language in typical rubrics focuses

on what is wrong. Quantifying the
negative impact such language has on
students is difficult, but consider how
you might feel if such language were
used on your next performance evalu-
ation to describe you or your work.
How do you think most people would
respond to the use of such language?
What might the impact be if such
language were used frequently?

To avoid approaching the assessment
of student work through a prism of
deficiency or negativity, what would a
rubric written from a strengths-based
mindset look like?

Shifting Toward
Strengths-Based
Rubrics

Rubrics built from a strengths-based
mindset are different from those that
focus on deficits, but the strengths-
based rubrics can still validly assess
learning, be standards-based, and
provide helpful feedback to stu-

dents. To demonstrate shifting to a
strengths-based approach, we start
with a rubric from the EngageNY
curriculum, a resource that may be
familiar to many readers. EngageNY’s
rubrics are stronger and more positive
than most we tend to see being used in
schools and districts. Nonetheless, an
EngageNY rubric can help demonstrate
how pervasive the language of deficit is,
as well as how easily such a rubric can
be adjusted to be more strengths-based.

Module 1 of the Grade 1 Mathematics
Curriculum (EngageNY, 2011, p. 302)
includes a rubric that has four levels of
performance (Figure 2 shows a sample of
the rubric). The rubric does not label the
performance levels (other than num-
bering them) but does include a descrip-
tion of each. For this rubric, Level 4
defines proficiency; Levels 1, 2, and 3
describe performance below proficiency.
There is no level defining work that is
above proficiency. The row we selected
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Figure 2. Sample of grade 1 mathematics rubric

1
Little evidence
of reasoning
without a correct

2
Evidence of
some reasoning
without a correct

3
Evidence of some rea-
soning with a correct
answer or evidence of
solid reasoning with

4
Evidence of solid
reasoning with a

partners to 10, +1,
and +2.

for 9 + 1or makes an
accommodation for
9 + 1 with calculation
or category coloring
errors.

Assessment answer. answer. anincorrect answer. correct answer.
Task Item (1Point) (2 Points) (3 Points) (4 Points)
1.0A.6 The student is The student makes The student answers The student
unable to add several calculation most addition correctly
as evidenced or categor roblems correctly and
egory P y ClAnswers all
by unanswered coloring errors. makes some category addition
iti
roblems. coloring errors (up to
P The student g ) (up problems.
The student makes no two calculation or color
u
. errors combined). [colors all
colors boxes at accommodation equations in
random with little for9+1. The student makes R
understanding of no accommodation the problem

type categories.
[IMakes an
accommodation
for9 + 1as it fits
two categories.

Source: EngageNY, 2011, p. 302

Figure 3. Sample of a strengths-based rubric

L] colors all equations in accordance to the

problem type categories.

[ Makes an accommodation for 9 + 1as

it fits two categories.

Assessment
Task ltem The student correctly does the following: Evidence, Feedback, and Notes
1.0A.6 (] Answers all addition problems.

Score 1 = More evidence needed

Overall Comments and Suggestions

Scale

4 = Demonstrates all elements 3
= Demonstrates two elements

2 = Demonstrates one element
1= More evidence needed

to include in Figure 2 identifies 1.0A.6

as the standard being assessed, which is
standard six for Operations and Algebraic
Thinking from the New York State
Mathematics Standards for Grade One:

Add and subtract within 20, dem-
onstrating fluency for addition and
subtraction within 10. Use strategies
such as counting on; making ten
(e.g.,8+6=8+2+4=10+4=14);
decomposing a number leading to a ten
(e.9,13-4=13-3-1=10-1=9);
using the relationship between addition
and subtraction (e.g., knowing that

8 + 4 =12, 0one knows 12 — 8 = 4); and
creating equivalent but easier or known
sums (e.g., adding 6 + 7 by creating the
known equivalent 6 + 6 +1=12 +1=13).

The rubric excerpted in Figure 2 has
less language of deficit than most we
encounter in schools. However, it still
contains evidence of a deficit-based
mindset. For example, three of the four
performance levels focus partly on what
students are not able to do. The rubric
also contains negative language such as
the following: Little evidence of reasoning,
unable to add, the student makes no
accommodation, incorrect, errors, without a
correct answer.

Consider the revised rubric in Figure 3
as an alternative to the one in Figure 2.
Note that the rubric in Figure 3 defines
proficiency in the same way as the
rubric in Figure 2, but it eliminates all
of the performance levels that describe
student performance or work in nega-
tive or deficit-based terms. Teachers
would use the revised rubric by
checking off the elements of proficiency
that a student demonstrates, leaving
elements blank if there was insufficient
evidence. This rubric has a feedback
column where a teacher can then
provide specific, differentiated, and
student-centered feedback. In the space
for feedback, a teacher could identify
what a student may be struggling with
and suggest support strategies. The
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teacher could also include goals for new
learning. There is also a place to include
overall comments where teachers could
describe what steps the student can
take to continue his or her learning. In
this way, the rubric is more forward-
oriented than those in Figures 1 and 2,
though it maintains the same four-level
scale for scoring.

The revised rubric does not include
any language of deficit. All language is
positive or neutral and helps keep the
focus on what students are, or will be,
able to do. If no elements are checked
off because a student’s work has not
met any of the criteria, there is no
emphasis on what they cannot do or
any negative portrayals of their work.
The descriptors that are left blank iden-
tify what the student has yet to learn.

Some may argue that revising the
rubric in this way loses information;
we disagree. A common problem with
rubrics is that student work often does
not precisely match the description
within the performance levels, which
can leave teachers struggling to find
the level that is the best match. Why
is it necessary to predict (often inac-
curately) the way(s) in which students
will fail? The revised rubric avoids this
problem altogether by focusing solely
on defining proficiency. Either a student
has met a benchmark or not. If not,
that benchmark will remain a focus
for learning. The feedback boxes also
encourage the teacher to provide dif-
ferentiated feedback for each student.
For students who do not demonstrate
any of the elements of proficiency, the
descriptor is “more evidence needed.”
However, there is still space in the
comment sections to add information
describing where the student needs to
go next in his or her learning.

When we work with educators and
share rubrics like the one in Figure 3,
the responses are overwhelmingly
favorable and appreciative. In general,

teachers tend to find rubrics like this
one easier to use, more helpful, and less
challenging to create. They are simpler
to create because the main task is now
focused on identifying the key criteria
from the standards being assessed

in order to clearly define proficiency.
Teachers no longer need to wrestle with
describing multiple levels of perfor-
mance below proficiency and predicting
the way(s) students might fail. And, as
we described previously, removing the
language of deficit makes the rubrics
and approach only stronger.

Suggestions
for District and
School Leaders

There are a few steps that educational
leaders interested in embracing a
strengths-based approach to assess-
ment rubrics can take. One initial step
is to conduct a language of deficit audit
of their district’s current assessment
rubrics. Such an audit can be done by
convening a small team to collect and
analyze rubrics teachers are using

in their classrooms. A quick scan of
rubrics will indicate the extent to
which rubric and assessment practices
embrace deficit-based or strengths-
based thinking.

Another step is to develop templates
teachers can use for designing assess-
ment rubrics. Once there are templates,
teachers can be asked to ensure their
rubrics have a strong resemblance to
district-supported models. The rubric
in Figure 3 is one template. Feel free to
contact us for additional examples.

A third step that helps districts
shift toward using strengths-based
approaches in everyday practice,
particularly those related to assess-
ments and rubrics, is to build
capacity and encourage teachers to

collaboratively design assessments
and rubrics, as well as to engage in
the co-scoring of student work. When
teachers use rubrics to score student
work together, their overall assess-
ment practices are likely to improve
(Mertler, 2016). In addition, if a school
or district is emphasizing strengths-
based approaches over deficit-based
approaches, then teachers can support
one another when they notice each
other using deficit-based language.

Conclusion

As mentioned at the beginning of this
article, deficit-based approaches to
teaching and learning are common

in many schools and districts. While
this article focuses on how educational
leaders can shift toward strengths-
based approaches and improve assess-
ment practices using rubrics, there are
many other ways that deficit-thinking
permeates an educational community
(e.g., Skrla & Scheurich, 2001). At the
system level, a deficit-based mindset
perpetuates inequity and discourages
improvement because deficit thinking
draws from an “ethnocentric notion
that the beliefs and standards of the
dominant group are inherently cor-
rect” and can encourage educators to
“construe cultural, social, and linguistic
differences as problems that originate
in the home and over which educators
have little influence” (Nelson & Guerra,
2014, p. 72). When children and families
are viewed as deficient, educators may
be reluctant to assume responsibility
for low achievement among students
(Berman & Chambliss, 2000). In addi-
tion, educators who hold deficit beliefs
are more likely to resist improving
their practices because they believe
students and families are the source of
educational challenges and achievement
gaps (Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Pohan &
Aguilar, 2001; Valencia et al., 2001).
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Understanding the difference between
strengths-based and deficit-based
thinking may help leaders notice when
teaching and learning are being driven
by deficit-based thinking. Once leaders
are aware, they can act. The use of
rubrics is one concrete area in which
leaders can work with educators to shift
practices in a way that can influence
the entire education system. For addi-
tional resources or further discussion
on this topic, feel free to contact us
(see the Acknowledgments section for
contact information).
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