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Opening Activity

Introduce yourselves:
– What is your department? 
– Master or PhD?
– Are you a first-time TA?

1) What are some of your challenges and 
concerns about assessing students’ work? 



Workshop Goals

• Understand the role of assessment in courses

• Develop criteria and standards for assessing 
students’ written assignments

• Identify strategies to deal with plagiarism



The Role of Assessment in 
Courses



Grading @ McGill
GRADES Grade 

Points
Numerical Scale of Grades

A 4.0 85-100%

A- 3.7 80-84%

B+ 3.3 75-79%

B 3.0 70-74%

B- 2.7 65-69%

C+ 2.3 60-64%

C 2.0 55-59%

D (Conditional Pass) 1.0 50-54%

F (Fail) 0 0-49%

Retrieved from https://www.mcgill.ca/dise/resources/teaching-dise/undergrading

https://www.mcgill.ca/dise/resources/teaching-dise/undergrading


University Student Assessment Policy

2.1.1. “Assessment” means any form of student 
activity in a Course to which a grade is to be 
granted by the instructor.

2.1.2. “Assignment” means any form of 
Assessment other than examinations. 

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/2016-04_student_assessment_policy.pdf

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/2016-04_student_assessment_policy.pdf


Activity

Think about the course for which you are a TA 
this term. 

(2) What is something that students should be able 
to know or do as a result of successfully 
completing the course?

Take a minute to come up with your response, then 
pair and share with your neighbor(s).



Formative assessment
“… is concerned with how 
judgments about the quality of 
student responses 
(performances, pieces, or 
works) can be used to shape 
and improve the student’s 
competence by short-circuiting 
the randomness and 
inefficiency of trial-and-error 
learning.”

Summative assessment
“… is concerned with summing 
up or summarizing the 
achievement status of a 
student, and is geared towards 
reporting at the end of a 
course of study especially for 
purposes of certification.”

The Dual Role of Assessment

Sadler, D. (1989). Formative assessment and the design of 
instructional systems. Instructional Science, 18(2), 119-144.



Formative assessment
• How are students learning?
• Metacognition, critical 

thinking, feedback, and self-
evaluation; Low-stakes

Examples:
- Peer assessment and 

feedback
- Questioning strategies, like 

polling

Summative assessment
• What have students 

achieved in terms of 
learning outcomes?

• High-stakes; milestones

Examples:
- Midterm or final exam
- Final paper or project
- Senior recital

The Dual Role of Assessment



Feedback Matters! 
Good feedback practice:
• Helps clarify what good performance is;
• Facilitates the development of self-assessment;
• Delivers information to students about their learning; 
• Encourages teacher and peer dialogue around learning;
• Encourages positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem;
• Provides opportunities to close the gap between current and 

desired performance;
• Provides information to teachers that can be used to help 

shape teaching.
Nicol, D. J., & Macfarlane-Dick, D. (2006). Formative assessment and 
self-regulated learning: A model and seven principles of good feedback 
practice. Studies in higher education, 31(2), 199-218.



Activity

3) What is an example of a summative assessment 
that applies to your field or that you will be 
responsible for assessing this term? Think about 
the learning outcomes.

4) What is an example of a formative assessment 
strategy that you could use this term to help a 
student realize the learning outcomes?



Criteria and Standards for 
Assessment



Criteria
• Minimum requirements; 

what needs to be present
• These should be concrete 

and specific
• How well did the student 

carry out the assignment?
• E.g., A thesis statement is a 

criterion of a research paper

Standards
• Qualitative descriptions of 

levels of performance
• Useful for judging students’ 

performance
• E.g., Needs improvement: 

Thesis statement is missing 
or unclear.

Set Clear Expectations

Teaching and Learning Services. (2018). Feedback Strategies: Engaging Students in Dialogue - A 
resource document for instructors. Montreal: Teaching and Learning Services, McGill University.



Choose the Right Grading Tool

Some ideas to consider: 
• Plus/check/minus system
– Has the student accomplished the task?

• Checklist
– Quickly determine if given criteria have been met

• Rubric
– Considers both criteria and standards

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/strategies/writing-assignment-toolkit/grade

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/strategies/writing-assignment-toolkit/grade


Example: 
Research Paper Assignment Rubric

Standards

Criterion Excellent Competent Needs improvement
Thesis 
statement

Thesis statement is clear 
and reflective of paper’s 
content

Thesis statement is 
present, but is not 
reflective of paper’s 
content

Thesis statement is 
missing or unclear

Application 
of course 
readings

Discusses and critically 
integrates ideas from 
readings

Mentions key ideas 
from readings but does 
not smoothly integrate 
them

Little or no mention 
of ideas from 
readings

Teaching and Learning Services. (2018). Designing peer assessment assignments: A resource 
document for instructors. Montreal: Teaching and Learning Services, McGill University.



Benefits of Rubrics for Students

• Clarifies expectations
• Encourages self-evaluation
• Allows students to become more deeply 

involved in the learning process by making 
explicit the processes that the learner needs to 
use to understand the subject or discipline

• Helps students give each other constructive 
feedback (peer assessment) 



Benefits of Rubrics for Instructors

• Defines expectations
• Provides feedback to instructor on students’ 

strengths & weaknesses
• Saves overall time
• Fosters consistency and fairness
– Increases consistency across multiple assessors
– Helps colleagues reach agreement on common goals

• Supports instructor if/when students have 
questions about their grade(s)



Developing a Rubric
1. Define the purpose of the assignment/assessment for 

which you are creating a rubric
2. Decide what kind of rubric you will use
3. Define the criteria
4. Design the rating scale (i.e., standards)
5. Write descriptions for each level of the rating scale
6. Create the rubric, put it into practice, collect 

feedback, and revise accordingly
https://www.brown.edu/sheridan/teaching-learning-resources/teaching-
resources/course-design/classroom-assessment/grading-criteria/designing-rubrics

https://www.brown.edu/sheridan/teaching-learning-resources/teaching-resources/course-design/classroom-assessment/grading-criteria/designing-rubrics


Activity

Rubric for an Academic Paper

5) Form small groups and develop the criteria 
and standards, including descriptions for the 
various levels of performance.

Tip: Start with one criteria, then develop the 
standards and accompanying descriptions for the 
levels of performance.



Sample Rubric for Written Assignments

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/files/tls/sample_rubric.pdf

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/files/tls/sample_rubric.pdf


Giving Written Comments

Here are some ideas you might consider:

• Focus comments on ideas, organization, 
development and clarity.

• Comment on only a fraction of a paper.

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/strategies/writing-assignment-toolkit/grade

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/strategies/writing-assignment-toolkit/grade


Grading Bias

Develop your ability to assess the work as 
distinct from the student
– Self-assess implicit biases
– Cultivate inclusivity
– Solicit feedback from outside observers
– Solicit feedback from students

https://ctl.yale.edu/ImplicitBiasAwareness

https://ctl.yale.edu/ImplicitBiasAwareness


Academic Integrity



Plagiarism
According to the McGill Code of Student Conduct and 
Disciplinary Procedures,

“Plagiarism” means the representation of another’s 
work as one’s own or assisting another in representing 
another’s work, published or unpublished, as their 
own.

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_dis
ciplinary_procedures.pdf

Teaching and Learning Services - www.mcgill.ca/tls

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_disciplinary_procedures.pdf


Possible Indicators of Plagiarism

• Changes / irregularities in writing style

• Incorrect citation

• Self-plagiarism

• Close collaboration



Stopping Plagiarism

• Education – talk about plagiarism

• Formative assessment can help identify issues 
with students’ work prior to assessment

• There is no assignment that cannot be 
plagiarized



Final Tips
• Be prepared to devote a reasonable amount of time to grade
• Make sure you know the expectation from the course 

instructor
• Ask for a rubric from the instructor to ensure grading 

standards are in line with the course
• Be aware of guidelines and structures for the assignment, 

such as citation requirements, format of the paper and basic 
content

• Familiarize yourself with the principal sources of the 
assignment

Drexel University. (2018). The Art of Teaching. Retrieved from 
https://drexel.edu/graduatecollege/professional-development/TA-prep-course/. 

https://drexel.edu/graduatecollege/professional-development/TA-prep-course/


Further Resources

Office of the Dean of Students

Teaching and Learning Services 

SKILLSETS

Annual Report on Student Discipline

https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/
https://www.mcgill.ca/skillsets/
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/disciplinary/annual-report

