
Performance-based assessment and rubrics

Performance-based assessment is especially relevant for assessing complex tasks. This type of 
assessment involves creating and applying a rubric, a set of statements that describe criteria for 
determining the level of performance for a student response. There is no "right" number of levels 
to use. Three to five levels are usually adequate for providing a sufficient degree of 
discrimination of performance.

A rubric can be specific or general in relation to a complex task. The advantage of a specific 
rubric is that it allows for a more precise determination of performance. The disadvantage is that 
a specific rubric requires significant time to create. A general rubric can be too vague, thereby 
requiring a high degree of subjective judgment when deciding a level of performance. This can 
easily lead to inconsistent determinations of levels of performance (scoring) for the various 
student responses. However, a general rubric is faster to create. One solution to the dilemma is to 
create a rubric that has qualities of a general and a specific rubric (a middle ground between the 
two). It is less time consuming to create and to apply, and also less likely to lead to inconsistent 
scoring, An example of a grade 5 complex task, a five-level middle ground rubric, and sample 
student responses follow.

The grade 5 complex task
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Level Criteria Student response

1 General statement:
The drawing and the 
description indicate that the 
student has no understanding 
of the pattern.

Specific possibilities:
• Incorrect drawing and 

no description
• Incorrect description 

and no drawing
• Incorrect description 

and incorrect drawing.

2 General statement:
The drawing and description 
indicate that the student has a 
very limited understanding of 
the pattern.

Specific possibilities:
• Number of pins is 

correct with incorrect 
pattern used. 
Description is incorrect 
or too vague.

• Number of pins is 
incorrect with incorrect 
pattern used. 
Description is 
incomplete.
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Level Criteria Student response

3 General statement:
The drawing and description 
indicate that the student has a 
partial understanding of the 
pattern.
Specific possibilities:

• Number of pins is 
correct with correct 
pattern used. 
Description is 
incorrect.

• Number of pins is 
correct but pattern is 
partly correct. 
Description is 
incomplete.

4 General statement:
The drawing and description 
indicate that the student has a 
nearly complete understanding 
of the pattern.
Specific possibilities:

• Number of pins is 
correct with correct 
pattern used. 
Description is correct 
but does not have 
sufficient clarity.

5 General statement:
The drawing and description 
indicate that the student has a 
complete understanding of the 
pattern.
Specific possibilities:

• Number of pins is 
correct with correct 
pattern used. 
Description is correct 
with sufficient clarity.
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