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This module covers understanding assessment rubrics and designing signature assignments.
Signature assignments are substantial coursework that requires students to demonstrate mastery
of a core objective. Each assignment typically focuses on assessing one objective, such as Critical
Thinking or Communication.

Your course addresses multiple core objectives, but a single signature assignment assesses one
objective thoroughly.

The AAC&U rubrics are the standardized assessment tools UTA uses for evaluating signature
assighments. Understanding these rubrics is essential to designing assignments that work.
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Understanding AAC&U VALUE Rubrics .

Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education
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The rubrics we use are adapted from AAC&U's VALUE initiative: Valid Assessment of Learning in
Undergraduate Education. These aren't arbitrary scoring guides. They're nationally validated tools
developed by faculty experts and tested across hundreds of institutions.

While there is no requirement for you to use these rubrics to score signature assignments for the
purpose of your course, it is strongly recommended to maintain consistency and support students
working on signature assignments. By design, these rubrics are meant to be adapted to fit your
discipline, course context, and assignment expectations.
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Anatomy of a Rubric
Critical Thinking Rubric

CRITICAL THINKING VALUE RUBRIC
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Let's examine the Critical Thinking rubric in detail to understand how these work.

The rubric has five dimensions:

Explanation of issues - Can the student clearly state and describe the problem?

Evidence - How well does the student select and use information?

Influence of context and assumptions - Does the student recognize different perspectives?

Student's position - Can the student take and defend a position?

Conclusions and related outcomes - Are conclusions logical and well-reasoned?

Let's look at "Evidence" across all four levels....
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Understanding AAC&U VALUE Rubrics .

Four Performance Levels

Benchmark (1) Milestone 2 (2) Milestone 3 (3) Capstone (4)

*Early college career *Progressing *Developing *Near graduation

*Beginning to develop *Developing the skill sophisticated skills * Sophisticated skills
the skill J *Solid competence

% UTA benchmark: 2.0
A mean score of 2 on each dimension of the

respective rubric

Every VALUE rubric uses the same four-point scale:

Benchmark, with a score of 1, which represents skills we expect from students early in their
college career. they're just beginning to develop these abilities.

Milestone 2, with a score of 2, which shows progression. Students are developing the skill. But
they haven't reached solid competence of sophistication

Milestone 3, with a score of 3, which indicates approaching sophistication with the skill. The
student demonstrates solid competence.

Capstone, with a score of 4, which represents what we expect from students at or near
graduation, demonstrating sophisticated, well-developed skills.

For core curriculum courses, which are lower division level, UTA’s benchmark for meeting
expectations is a mean score of 2 on each dimension of the respective rubric, which
means expecting most students to perform at least at the Milestone 2 level.

Assessing core curriculum objectives is an exercise in determining areas of improvement in
student learning within the core curriculum. Mean scores below 2 indicate areas for seeking

improvement.
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Anatomy of a Rubric -

Critical Thinking Rubric

CRITICAL THINKING VALUE RUBRIC AlA]

Jor more information, please comtact ralwe(@aacu.org ! Yy ! .

Definition
Critical thinking is a habit of mind characterized by the comprehensive exploration of issues, ideas, artifacts, and events before accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion.

Evaluators are encouraged to assign a sero to any work sample or collection of work that does not meet benchmark (cell one) level performance.
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i 3 2 1

Evidence Information is taken from source(s) with Information is taken from source(s) with Infornution is taken from sounce(s) with Information is taken from source(s) without
Selecting and using information fo investigate a enough interpretation/ evahztion 1o develop | enough interprdtation/ evaluation to develop | some interpretation/ evaluation, but not any interpretation’ evaluation.
| point of riew or conclusion a comprehensive amalysis or synthesis a coherent analysis or synthesis enough to develop a coherent analysis or | Viewpoints of experts are taken as fact,

Viewpoints of experts are questioned Viewpoints of experts are subject 1o synthesis. without question.

tharoughly, questioning. Viewpoints of experts are taken as mostly

fact, with little questioning

Expert evaluation +——— Coherent position +——— Some analysis +——— No interpretation

Benchmark: Information is taken from sources without interpretation. Student treats all sources as
equally valid.

Milestone 2: Information is taken from sources with some
interpretation. Student shows awareness that not all sources are equal.

Milestone 3: Information is taken from sources with enough analysis to develop a coherent
position. Student examines source credibility.

Capstone: Information is taken from sources with thorough analysis. Student questions thoroughly
and evaluates evidence expertly.

As you can see each level builds on the previous one, adding sophistication and depth. In the
absence of the particular skill demonstration, reviewers are encouraged to assign a score of zero.

Now that we've reviewed how the AAC&U rubrics evaluate student work, let's look at what
signature assignments are and how they're structured to elicit that evidence.
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Understanding Sighature Assignments I.
What Is a Signature Assignment?

Definition
Substantial student work that demonstrates the knowledge and skills central to course objectives.
Distinctive to the course while structured so it can be evaluated across course sections..

Examples: Key Characteristics:

* Lab reports with data analysis and interpretation * Authenticity — Connects learning to real-
+ Case studies with problem-solving components world application

« Creative works with analytical artist statements * Substantiality — Represents ~10-15% of

. . course grade
* Policy briefs with evidence-based g

recommendations * Clarity — Expectations defined through

* Presentations supported by written documentation detailed rubrics

* Assessability — Can be evaluated across

* Research papers with clear argumentation \SSES
disciplines

+ Focus — Addresses one or more core
mapped core objectives

Signature assignments are substantial works that best display the knowledge or skills essential to
your course objectives. They're called "signature" because they're distinctive to your course while
still being assessable across course sections.

Examples include:

Research papers with clear argumentation

Lab reports with data analysis and interpretation

Case studies with problem-solving components

Creative works with analytical artist statements

Policy briefs with evidence-based recommendations
Presentations with written documentation

What are the key characteristics of signature assignments?
Authenticity: they connect to real-world applications.
Substantiality: they represent at least 10-15% of the course grade
Clarity: students understand expectations through detailed rubrics.

Assessability: faculty from other disciplines can evaluate them.
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And finally, Focus: they have to focus on one or more core objectives that are mapped to the

course.

Students understand expectations through detailed rubrics or grading criteria.
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Understanding Signhature Assignments -

Backward Design Process

Ste p 1 “ Select the core objective being assessed. Use AAC&U Rubric.
. Example: Communication Component Area

Ide nt|fy * Required: Critical Thinking, Communication, Teamwork, Personal
Responsibility

ObJeCtive Focus Example: Critical Thinking

Ste p 2 v Use THECB definition:

” Critical Thinking - Creative thinking, innovation, inquiry, analysis,
Deﬂ ne evaluation, and synthesis of information.

Objectlve |n Discipline Translation (Public Speaking Example)
« Analyze audience perspectives

Context * Evaluate supporting evidence

* Synthesize information into persuasive messaging

Step 3: Select a product that demonstrates the objective.

. Example Evidence - Persuasive speech
DEtermlne supported by written component showing:

* Research integration
+ Counterargument consideration

Acceptable
EVldence * Evidence evaluation

Let's design a signature assignment using backward design principles, ensuring alignment with
THECB requirements.

Step 1: Identify which objective you're assessing. Let's say your course is in the

Communication component area, which according to THECB must address Critical

Thinking, Communication, teamwork, and personal responsibility. For the purpose of this activity,
We are going to focus on Critical Thinking. The AAC&U Critical Thinking rubric will guide your
assignment design.

Step 2: Define what Critical Thinking looks like in your discipline using the THECB definition:
"creative thinking, innovation, inquiry, and analysis, evaluation and synthesis of information." In a
public speaking course, it might mean analyzing audience perspectives, evaluating evidence for
arguments, and synthesizing information into persuasive presentations.

Step 3: Determine acceptable evidence. What product will demonstrate these skills? Perhaps
a persuasive speech with a written component showing research, counterargument consideration,
and evidence evaluation
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Understanding Signature Assignments -

Backward Design Process

Signature
Assignment
Ste 4 = ‘ Week 10 — Final
L ‘ presentation with
= Week 8 — Peer documentation
B u l | d ‘ review of
‘ g;ﬁl:nin_t outline
Scaffoldin Souca [maprino
g Week 2 — Source. activity
z evaluation
Audience exercise
analysis
worksheet
St 5 All course sections share the same signature assignment
ep o: structure.

Maintain
- Instructors may adjust implementation details, but the essential
ConSIStency task and assessed objective remain consistent.

Step 4: Build scaffolding. Students can't jump straight to complex work. Create preparatory
assignments:

Week 2: Audience analysis worksheet

Week 4: Source evaluation exercise

Week 6: Argument mapping activity

Week 8: Peer review of speech outlines

Week 10: Final presentation with written documentation

Step 5: Ensure consistency. If you have multiple sections, all must use the same signature
assignment structure and rubric. Individual instructors can vary implementation details, but the
fundamental task remains consistent.
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Understanding Sighature Assignments .

Making Assignments Assessable

Signature assignments are evaluated by faculty outside your discipline.
They must be understandable and assessable without specialized subject knowledge.

DO DON’'T

> Provide clear context in
assignment prompts

X Depend on discipline-specific
jargon or expert knowledge

Include background that Assume reviewers share

¥~ allows evaluation of student X subject familiarity
thinking
Require tangible artifacts X Use assignments assessable

documenting reasoning only in real time
Connect requirements

X Treat participation alone as a
to core objectives

signature assignment

Your signature assignments will be scored by faculty outside your discipline. This means they need
to be understandable and assessable without specialized knowledge.

Let's go over some Do's and Don't's

DO include clear context in your assignment prompts. If students are analyzing a chemical
reaction, (next do) include enough background that a non-chemist can evaluate the critical
thinking involved from the resulting student artifact.

DON'T rely solely on discipline-specific jargon or concepts that require expert knowledge to assess.
(next don't) And don't assume reviewers share subject familiarity

DO require production of tangible artifacts. Even for presentations or group work, require written
components that document the thinking process. (next do) Ensure that you connect the
requirements to the corresponding core objectives.

DON'T create assignments that can only be understood in the moment. "Class participation" isn't a
signature assignment (next don't) - don't treat participations alone as a signiture assignment.

Using these guidelines as a framework, we can evaluate how assessability appears in an
assignment prompt.
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Sample Si Assij Prompt (E
Persuasive Speech Assignment

Clear connection
to the core
objective being
assessed.

In this assignment, you will write and deliver a 6-8 minute persuasive speech addressing a
contemporary issue relevant to your audience. Your goal is to examine the issue
thoughtfully, analyze available information, evaluate differing viewpoints, and present a

well-supported posifj

his assignment is designed to develop your critical thinking skills, including inquiry,
analysis, evaluation of evidence, and synthesis of information into a persuasive argument.

Aligned with AAC&U

Select a focused topic appropriate for a general audience Critical Thinking
Locate and use at least four credible sources Rubric Dimensions

.
e o Wri i h. Include:
S,OF.‘CIfIC rite and submit your speech. Include
< o thesis statement Frpe———p—
requirements and o main points
expectations o supporting research
ion of at least one opposing viewpoin

o t
+ Include brief notes explaining how you determined the credibility of your sources
Deliver your speech during your assigned presentation session

g informatios o investigate &

How Your Work Will Be Evaluated

Influence of context and assumptions

Instructor will examine how effectively you
Context that « analyze and explain information related to your topic
helps students and « evaluate the quality and relevance of evidence
fﬂCU]ty understand « consider alternative perspectives

« integrate ideas into a coherent argument
the task « draw logical conclusions and discuss their implications

Student’s position (perspective,

thesis /hypothesis)

ourse Context

Conclusions and related outcomes
(implications and consequences)

This assignment occurs near the end of the semester after completing activities on
audience analysis, source evaluation, and argument development. Students submit both a
and written speech.

Building on the persuasive speech example introduced earlier, the following sample illustrates
how core objective alighment, expectations, and reviewer context can be embedded directly into
an assignment description.

Your assignment prompt should include:

Clear connection to the core objective being assessed

Specific requirements and expectations

Evaluation criteria that align with the corresponding standardized AAC&U rubric

Context that helps students and faculty understand the task
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Common Challenges and Practical Solutions .

Navigating Core Objective Alignment Requirements

{THECB specifies required objectives for each component
area. Work creatively within those expectations.

IIMy
discipline
doesn't

naturally

Example: Mathematics courses addressing Communication
through written explanations of problem-solving for a general
audience.

-

Scaffold skill development across the semester.

prepared for
substantial
assignments

Signature assignments function as a culmination of
preparation rather than an isolated task.

\

i

Let me address common challenges faculty face.
Challenge: "My discipline doesn't naturally address certain required objectives.*

Solution: Remember that THECB requires specific objectives for each component area. Think
creatively within those requirements. For instance, all Mathematics courses must

address Communication. Consider having students write explanations of their problem-solving
process for a non-mathematical audience.

Challenge: "My students aren't prepared for such substantial work."

Solution: This is where scaffolding becomes essential. Skills should be developed throughout the
semester so students are building toward the signature assignment gradually. In this way, the
assignment becomes the culmination of their learning rather than an unexpected challenge at the
end of the course
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Common Challenges and Practical Solutions
Instructional Coordination and Student Preparation

“How do | Use a shared signature assignment template defining

maintain core requirements.
consistency m Allow flexibility in topics or application.
across

multiple

3

Coordinate regularly to maintain alignment.

Department-level strategies
« Draft scaffolding

* Process artifacts

* Detection tools

Concerns
about misuse
of Al tools in

Institutional exploration
» Additional research-based Core assessment strategies
to complement signature assignments

Challenge: "How do | maintain consistency across multiple instructors?"

Solution: One effective approach is to develop a shared assignment template that establishes core

requirements across sections. Within that structure, instructors can still allow flexibility in topics or
specific applications that fit their teaching style. Regular coordination meetings also help maintain

alignment and keep expectations consistent.

Challenge: Faculty also express concern about academic integrity, particularly with the increasing
use of Al tools in narrative assignments.

Solution: At the department level, guidelines can help minimize misuse. These may include the use
of plagiarism or Al detection tools, scaffolding drafts, or requiring process artifacts that document
student work. At the institutional level, UTA is actively exploring additional assessment strategies,
including third-party, research-based evaluations of Core objectives, to complement signature
assignments in the future.

Recognizing these challenges (and practical ways to address them) helps strengthen both
assignment design and institutional assessment.
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Resources

Effective signature assignments support both student learning and Core
Curriculum assessment.

They are substantial enough to matter, clear enough to assess, and authentic
enough to engage.

Resources:

* |ER Signature Assignment Repository (contact IER for access)

* Core Assessment Resources, such as the AAC&U Value Rubrics, available
on the IER website

* Links provided in course resources

Well-designed rubrics and signature assignments work together. Rubrics convey clear expectations
to students and provide detailed feedback on their work. Signature assignments are the vehicle
through which students demonstrate learning on those rubrics.

Effective signature assignments are substantial enough to matter, clear enough to assess, and
authentic enough to engage.

Rather than starting from scratch, learn from colleagues who have already created effective
assessments. The IER maintains a repository of signature assignments from various disciplines, and
core assessment resources are available on the IER website. Links to both are provided in your

course materials.
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