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Dr. Deborah Wahlstrom 
137 Pitchkettle Point Circle 

Suffolk, VA 23434 

757-539-6513 (phone) 

757-539-6523 (fax) 

DataDeb@Successlineinc.com 

 

 

September 24 2009 
 

Wendy Gould 

Vincent J. Dean, Ph.D. 

Michigan Department of Education 
 

Dear Ms. Gould and Dr. Dean: 

 

My name is Deborah Wahlstrom and I have the honor of working with teachers and administrators 

throughout the state of Michigan.  I received the information about the state’s newest writing rubrics 

through the OEAA ListServ and have taken you up on the opportunity to provide feedback. 

 

I want to commend you and the MDE for moving forward with an analytic rubric for informational 

writing.  While I believe the draft still needs some tweaking (as you are already aware), I also believe 

that you are headed in the right direction toward ensuring a high-quality scoring tool for student 

writing. 

 

I used the following rubric for my analysis and feedback.  I trust that I have used the most current 

version. 
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I’ve included a list of suggestions for your consideration.  Please note that these suggestions are not 

listed in any priority order.   

1. It appears that MDE staff are working to develop a tool that will provide better information for 

improving student achievement.  Determine whether or not staff wish to encourage use of this 

rubric at the classroom level as well as at the state level.  If this is the case, it would helpful to 

have a more detailed rubric.  Additionally, you could also break away from the pack in terms of 

state departments and provide a rubric that is in written student language. 

 

2. Consider switching the highest level of the rubric so it is positioned directly next to the 

Categories.  So instead of 0, 1, 2, 3 – the levels of achievement on the rubric would be 3, 2, 1, 0.  

The purpose of this is to keep the expectations for high-quality writing with the category 

descriptions. 

 

3. A minor item, but instead of using points doubled under the ideas column, simply put X2. 

 

4. Since the Ideas category has been an area of weakness for students across the state for many 

years, it is good that you’ve given additional weight to this.  You may also want to review the 

content in the cells for Ideas – especially the Level 3 column to determine if you’ve truly 

captured what excellent work looks like at the highest level.  How you address this will 

determine whether or not students improve in this area. 

 

5. Under each category, you may want to revise how each category goes across from a 3 to a 0 

scorepoint.  For example, to get a 3 in ideas, a student must provide details and examples that 

develop ideas – they must be relevant or be a match to the ideas.  In levels 1 and 2, the rubric 

focuses more on the number (limited details, some details) and not the quality.  In a high-quality 

analytic rubric, whatever you are measuring is carried through each level – with the information 

in each cell serving as written anchors for each level of achievement.  I certainly recognize you 

would address this in scoring sessions, but if you want teachers and students to fully embrace 

this rubric it would be helpful to be very specific about expectations.  Another example of this 

issue in the rubric is under style.  For a level 3 a student does something with the command of 

language, including compelling word choice and varied sentence structure.  You address variety 

in sentence structure in levels 3 and 1, but not in levels 0 or 2. 

 

6. This rubric is written in a passive voice.  You may want to consider revising this so the entire 

rubric is in the active voice.  This will make the rubric easier for teachers to use and students to 

understand.   This will also help provide focus on the things you want to make sure students pay 

attention to.  Additionally consider using complete and parallel sentences throughout the rubric. 

 

7. Consider breaking the rubric down further to make it truly analytical.  A rubric can look 

analytical but still be more holistic.  To do this, simply check each category to see what you are 

looking for in terms of that category.  For example, in ideas, you’re looking for the focus of ideas 
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to make sure they match the task and you’re also looking to see that the supporting ideas and 

details also match the ideas and task.  There could be at least two different parts to this 

category.  If you break this down, teachers would also get better data from the rubrics – the 

students may write papers that focus the ideas, but they haven’t learned to work the details and 

examples to support all of their ideas. 

 

8. I think it’s great that Standard English is expected, but I don’t think this needs to be defined at 

the bottom.  This should be part of the curricular materials. 

 

9. Be very clear about what you mean for each part of the rubric.  For example, what do you mean 

by compelling word choice (Level 3)?  If I’ve included accurate word choices (in Level 2), would 

that also be compelling?  It is very important to distinguish what is different between the levels 

of achievement. 

 

10. Do you want to have anything that addresses a student writing a paragraph that is appropriate 

for the type of informational writing?  For example, if I ask students to write about a chart or a 

graph, that  writing might look different than if I ask a student to summarize an information 

piece – which will also look different for compare and contrast, cause/effect, problem/solution, 

descriptive, enumerative, sequence, etc.   

 

11. One component of informational writing is for students to draw conclusions from the 

information.  Is that something you want to include? 

 

12. Since this is an informational piece of writing, do you also want to include facts with details and 

examples?  (Students support ideas with facts, details, examples, etc.) 

 

13. Since this is an information piece, do you also want to include things such as the student 

choosing words that are specific and accurate to the topic?  (A student can write a wonderful 

piece but the content is not correct.)  In an informational piece, one thing I think we’d want to 

look for is accuracy and correct content.  Also, do you want to include the kinds of words that 

are specific to the type of paragraph?  (For example, in a compare/contrast paragraph I would 

expect to see students using words such as compare, alike, same, different, similar, both, also, 

neither, etc.) 

 

14. A major piece that is still needed in these rubrics is the compare/contrast category for the 4th 

grade rubric and the cause/effect category for the 7th grade rubric.  This is essential to ensure 

alignment between the standards and what is being assessed.  One of the criteria you have for 

developing these rubrics is “to incorporate the genre demands of the writing task and the 

Informational rubric needed to apply to multiple text structures.”  I do not believe this rubric yet 

does that.  You’ll know you have achieved this criteria when a teacher is able to use it as an 

instructional tool for teaching students to write using different structures such as 

compare/contrast, problem/solution, cause/effect, etc. 
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15. Comment Code D may need to be tweaked.  It states, Insufficient to rate.  Does this mean that 

the student didn’t write enough?  Does this mean there is something else that may be 

insufficient thus the writing could not be scored? 

 

16. Since the rubric relates to an informational piece, do you want to consider text features used in 

information writing such as title, headings and subheadings, bulleted list, numbered list, etc? 

 

17. It would also be helpful to identify the specific standard(s) the writing prompt and 

corresponding rubrics will address.  For example, I see that W.GN.03.03 is a possible match for 

the 4th Grade analytic rubric, but the rubric also supports other standards such as those under 

writing process. 

 

18. Consider using the word, writer, instead of author.  The reason for this is that in the larger 

world, we use both terms.  (The writer of this piece was ____, This piece was written by ____, a 

newspaper byline uses writer, etc.) 

 

19. Include an assessment pattern with the rubric to show where students who score proficient 

would fall.  Would a student who is proficient on this piece of writing get all 2s and/or 3s?  Could 

a student get a 1 in any category and still be proficient?  By making a determination of this you 

can more clearly communicate the expectations that the state holds for student performance.  

This would also communicate those expectations to teachers. 

 

20. You have a number of commendable criteria for developing this rubric including “that the 

descriptors be clear, brief (no more than one sentence) and that all score points are obtainable.  

The rubrics needed to incorporate the genre demands of the writing task and the informational 

rubric needed to apply to multiple text structures”.  I believe that you will need some of the 

descriptors to be more than one sentence in order to fully communicate the expectations you 

have for students.  Writing is a complex – the thought processes and actual skills of writing are 

complex – and may need more than a sentence to adequately help others understand what the 

state wants.  You might also consider adding another criteria as you tweak this rubric:  “Does the 

rubric truly reflect high-quality work from our students in Michigan?” 

 

21. Consider how tightly aligned you want this rubric tool to be.  For the tightest alignment, the 

rubric you design should be used by students, by teachers, and the state – a tool for all to work 

with as part of the teaching for learning process that will lead to higher student achievement in 

writing.  I don’t think we have a Department of Education that has designed a tool that can truly 

be used at all three levels.  What a wonderful opportunity for you to do so. 

 

Thank you for the invitation to provide feedback; I hope I’ve provided an idea or two worthy of your use.  

I also hope that you will contact me if you have questions or need additional information about my 

suggestions.  I am always happy to answer any questions you may have. 
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With my very warmest regards, 

 

 

Deborah Wahlstrom 

 

 

  


