
Rubric for Discussion-Intensive Courses: Student Participation

Criteria 1 2 3 4

Level of 
Engagement

Rarely if ever speaks; 
displays signs of boredom 
or disengagement.

Speaks occasionally (in less than 
half of classes); displays signs of 
engagement and attentiveness 
even when not actively 
participating.

Speaks often (at least once or 
twice in more than half of 
classes); otherwise displays 
signs of active engagement.

Speaks consistently (in nearly all 
classes) and usually more than once or 
twice per class.

Quality of 
Student 
Contributions 
to Discussion

Contributions show little 
evidence that student 
completed or understood 
the reading/assignment: 
contributions are often 
vague, draw exclusively on 
personal experience, or are 
irrelevant to the assignment 
or discussion topics.

Contributions show basic 
understanding and comprehension 
of the reading/assignment; 
questions and comments go 
beyond requests for clarification 
and contributions are directly 
related to the text or discussion.

In addition to reflecting 
understanding of the reading/
assignment, contributions take a 
position either for or against the 
positions presented; relevant 
background knowledge from 
other classes or relevant 
personal experience may be 
used to support position.

Contributions are consistently 
thoughtful and insightful; positions are 
defended, objections are used to refine 
positions; beyond taking a position, 
there is also constructive engagement 
with both the text and other students’ 
comments and discussion.

Quality of 
Interaction in 
Discussion

Little interaction in 
discussion with other 
students; contributions are 
not clearly connected to 
themes of reading/
assignment.

Able to present personal points of 
view on themes of reading/ 
assignment, but there is little 
engagement with comments made 
by other students; interactions take 
the form of “sharing notes” rather 
than active engagement; little 
disagreement or agreement with 
other students.

Active engagement with other 
students’ views, including 
reasoned disagreement or 
agreement. Interactions often 
involve giving reasons for 
agreeing or disagreeing with 
others’ positions.

Significant engagement with other 
students aimed at greater 
understanding, clarity, and consensus; 
disagreements are clearly aired with the 
aim of understanding their basis and 
grounds for resolving differences; 
agreement isn’t merely echoing other 
students but aims at refining and 
clarifying positions.

Outcomes Displays some 
understanding of the 
reading/assignment; at a 
minimum is able to express 
main ideas, themes and 
factual content; can engage 
in conversation on at most a 
factual level, correcting and 
responding to inaccuracies 
and misinterpretations.

Basic understanding of the 
reading/assignment beyond grasp 
of factual content; can also 
demonstrate understanding of 
main reasons for and against a 
given position; is able to converse 
with others to understand these 
reasons, but is not yet able to 
articulate a clear position on the 
topic under discussion, or to 
defend that position. 

Deeper understanding of 
reading/assignment and able to 
express the reasons for and 
against a particular position; can 
take a clear position on the 
reading/assignment and defend 
it with reasons; is able to engage 
and appreciate differing 
perspectives.

Sophisticated understanding of reading/
assignment, including reasons for and 
against the position presented and the 
theoretical and practical importance of 
the point argued; is able to express not 
only where one stands but why; is 
furthermore able to engage in 
cooperative conversation with the goal 
of clarifying positions and aiming for 
consensus.



Rubric for Discussion-Intensive Courses: Class Meeting Level

Criteria 1 2 3 4

Class Participation
(contingent on 
class size)

Few students speak; professor 
carries burden of eliciting 
responses; many students 
seem disengaged or bored; 
discussion is punctuated with 
mini-lectures, perhaps in 
response to questions.

Several students speak, but 
not necessarily a diverse 
group; some students seem 
disengaged or bored; 
professor plays active and 
frequent role in guiding 
discussion or offering 
clarification.

A diverse majority of students 
speak; other students display signs 
of active engagement; professor is 
not called on to play overly 
prominent or frequent role in 
discussion; students are able to 
carry discussion for limited periods 
of time.

Nearly all students contribute at some point 
during the class. Lecturing is minimal, and 
professor is not required to provide 
extensive background or clarification, or to 
guide discussion; students are able to carry 
discussion for majority of class.

Quality of 
Discussion

Discussion shows that 
students did not complete or 
understand the reading; 
contributions are either vague, 
drawing exclusively on 
personal experience, or 
irrelevant; student comments 
require extensive responses in 
order to clarify basic themes.

Discussion shows that 
students have basic 
understanding of the reading; 
comments go beyond 
requests for clarification; 
contributions are often directly 
related to text; some students 
present and engage different 
points of view.

Discussion goes beyond basic 
understanding of the text, including 
examination of general reasons for 
and against positions presented. 
Active conversations among several 
students. Students stake out 
positions and may bring in 
knowledge from other classes.

Discussions foster significant collaboration 
and understanding through the expression 
of various perspectives. Students engage in 
genuine conversation with each other, 
offering reasons and considering objections. 
Significant engagement with both the text 
and with each other with the goal of 
achieving a common cooperative 
understanding.

Quality of 
Interaction in 
Discussion

Minimal student interaction; 
discussion is closer to a Q&A 
session with the professor 
primarily answering questions  
and clarifying points.

Students present personal 
points of view, but there is 
little engagement with each 
other; discussion is closer to 
sharing notes. Little 
expressed agreement or 
disagreement with other 
students.

Students actively engage and 
interact with each other; reasons 
are given for agreement and 
disagreement; students are able to 
engage and understand different 
points of view.

Students actively support, mutually 
facilitate, and encourage each other’s 
participation; disagreements may arise and 
some resolved depending on the question 
and evidence available. Interaction achieves 
greater understanding, clarity, and building 
consensus (or greater understanding of 
different points of view).

Outcomes Some students have some 
understanding of day’s 
reading/assignment, are able 
to express main points, and 
can recognize obvious 
inaccuracies and 
misinterpretations.

Students understand basics of 
the day’s assignment plus 
some obvious points for and 
against. However most 
students aren’t able to 
articulate a clear position on 
the topics under discussion: 
they “don’t know where they 
stand.”

Most students understand day’s 
assignment and some deeper 
implications of the day’s reading, as 
well as a range of reasons for and 
against; are able to take a position 
on the reading/assignment and 
defend it with reasons, but aren’t 
always able to constructively 
engage other students who may 
agree or disagree. 

Most students achieve a sophisticated 
understanding of a day’s assignment, 
including reasons for and against the 
position presented and the theoretical and 
practical importance of the point argued. 
Students have a clear idea of where they 
stand and why, and are able to 
constructively engage other students who 
agree or disagree in order to change minds, 
clarify positions, or achieve consensus.
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