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IMPROVING INTERIOR DESIGN WRITING 
THROUGH RUBRIC-GUIDED CLASSROOM 
ACTIVITIES: AN ACTION RESEARCH 
PROJECT IN HIGHER EDUCATION  
 
Abbi-Storm McCann  
Auburn University 
 
Laura Parson 
North Dakota State University 

 

Abstract The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine the creation and implementation of 
writing assignments in an interior design class while examining the application of an interior-design 
specific writing rubric through an action research project in the college classroom. We piloted the 
usefulness of the rubric in an interior design classroom through direct instruction, guided practice, 
and a final writing product assessed by the rubric. Participants in the study were 21 interior design 
undergraduate students. Analysis of student writing suggested that the rubric was effective in 
assessing interior design specific writing. Findings led to the adaptation of the rubric to be used in 
the interior design higher education classroom. This study contributes to a growing research 
segment of interior design-specific scholarship of teaching and learning (SOTL) research and action 
research literature by demonstrating the development and testing of a writing specific rubric in 
professional and trade-specific higher education courses.  

 

Keywords: teacher action research, rubric, interior design, writing instruction 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Writing has been increasingly included in interior design curricula as the field has sought to 
standardize professional preparation programs (Cross, 2001). The importance of writing is 
reinforced by the Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA), the leading accreditation 
agency for interior design programs in the United States and Canada. CIDA takes into 
consideration the written communication skills needed to prepare students for the 
professional world. Standard nine in the CIDA 2018 Professional Standards requires that 
programs prepare graduates to be “effective communicators and are able to deliver a 
compelling presentation visually and verbally, as well as in writing” (CIDA, 2017, p. II-23). As 
a result of this focus on writing, “a body of intellectually tough, analytic, partly formalizable, 
partly empirical, teachable doctrine about the design process” (Simon, 1969, p.113) 
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emerged in the 1960’s. However, despite this increased focus on writing there is still a need 
for more instruction on the ability to communicate effectively and professionally in interior 
design, which is evidenced in CIDA’s increased focus on writing standards (CIDA, 2016; 
Lippincott, 2015).  
 
In this action research project, we sought to extend the body of knowledge on interior 
design writing instruction by the creation and application of an Interior Design writing rubric 
that sought to transparently develop and assess descriptive writing skills. Specifically, we 
developed and implemented three interior design-focused, descriptive writing assignments 
in a sophomore level course at a southern land-grant institution (hereafter referred to as 
LGU; pseudonym). The significance of implementing the writing lessons was to provide a 
method to evaluate, communicate and apply the rubric. Additionally, we aimed to 
contribute to the scholarship of teaching and learning (SOTL) and action research literature 
by demonstrating the creation and application of a field-specific writing rubric.  
 
Literature Review 
 
The ability to produce an error-free written document is often described as a crucial life 
skill, because individuals frequently encounter situations that require written explanations 
both professionally and personally (e.g., emails, memos, reports); yet, writing is often seen 
as a product with training separate from and outside of the domain of field-specific content 
and critical thinking instruction (Dalporto, 2013; Fulford, 2016; Spear & Fields, 2015). As a 
result, industry professionals and accrediting organizations have made efforts to bring 
writing instruction into field-specific classrooms. This has prompted many higher education 
institutions to create centers to assist students with learning and practicing field-specific 
writing skills (Fulford, 2016). For example, the Writing-Enriched Curriculum model has 
faculty taking a more active role in adding writing to college classrooms (“Writing-Enriched 
Curriculum,” n.d.). Research suggests that incorporating writing across the curriculum leads 
to field-specific writing skills and aids in the development of higher order thinking skills, 
which are developed through writing assignments that challenge students to apply and 
communicate course content to real world examples (Fulwiler, 1987; Guerin et al., 1999; 
Nevid et al., 2017). In this way, writing is both a skill and a process that leads to improved 
preparation for the profession.  
 
Writing-to-Learn. Writing assignments have been found to encourage the cognitive process 
of learning as well as content knowledge construction (Bangert-Drowns et al., 2004; Buehl, 
1996; Meyer et al., 2007). Specifically, research suggests that writing assignments enhance 
student outcomes on lower-level exams, lead to better retention of course material, and 
deeper understanding of course content (Bangert-Drowns et al., 2004; Nevid et al., 2017). 
For example, in an assessment of a Writing Across the Curriculum assignment that 
incorporated writing into a life-span development course, Meyer et al. (2007) found that 
student perceptions of understanding and ability to apply of course content was improved. 
Second, writing-to-learn assignments can increase a student’s ability to communicate 
learned course concepts, as Guerin et al. (1999) found in their quasi-experimental 
examination of writing-to-learn concepts in an Introduction to the Designed Environment 
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course. Finally, Nevid et al. (2017) found that writing assignments that required higher order 
thinking by applying course content to real world examples led to improved student exam 
performance as compared to writing assignments that required lower-level thinking skills (as 
defined by Bloom’s Taxonomy). In sum, research suggests that writing-to-learn assignments 
can help students learn course content and key critical thinking skills (Fulwiler, 1987; 
Gingerich et al., 2014; McDermott, 2010). Additionally, writing assignments, when used as 
formative assessment, require all students to participate, which gives the instructor the 
opportunity to assess both writing and content instruction through writing and content 
learning (Elbow, 1993).  
 
Writing Rubrics. Evaluating writing assignments can be time consuming, inconsistent, and 
subjective (Bean, 2011; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2011). Rubrics can help to mitigate some of 
those issues. Literature on the use of qualitative feedback in writing instruction (Alvarez et 
al., 2012) suggests to us that rubrics allow for a more transparent grading process. 
Additionally, rubrics have the potential to assist in assessment (Reddy & Andrade, 2010) and 
aid students in understanding the assigned task (Reddy & Andrade, 2010). According to 
Svinicki and McKeachie (2011), an effective rubric includes key requirements of the 
assignment and how those factor into the grade; an effective writing rubric specifies all of 
the traits desired in the response and the criteria for how it should be written (Panadero & 
Jonsson, 2013; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2011). Traditionally, a rubric consists of three 
evaluation tools: criteria, definitions, and scoring (Reddy & Andrade, 2010). The ultimate 
goal of rubric design is reliability and validity; in theory, all students who perform similarly 
should get the same grade (Svinicki & McKeachie, 2011). A rubric with thoroughly 
developed categories will help ensure reliability levels (Moskal & Leydens, 2000). 
 
Writing in the Interior Design Classroom. Although interior design is a visually dominated 
field and curriculum, writing is a key aspect of this profession. Successful design 
professionals must be able to explain in written and oral communication the design concept 
and execution (Friedman, 2000). Yet, teachers rarely emphasize writing proficiency when 
teaching design (Guerin et al., 1999; Gulwadi, 2008; Kosidowski, 1996). Existing research on 
the inclusion of writing in interior design instruction indicates that writing can be effective in 
promoting content learning. For example, Gulwadi (2008) found that the addition of 
reflective journaling improved student comprehension of sustainable design. Further, 
Kosidowski (1996) reporting on the need to include reflective writing in another design field, 
architecture, stated that the use of a design notebook required students to “take risks, 
question their process, see through different ideas, define and redefine the principles 
behind a design” (p. 5). Finally, Guerin et al. (1999) found that the inclusion of writing-to-
learn content in an interior design classroom led to increased content learning.  
Initial research suggests that the inclusion of writing in the design classroom is promising for 
student engagement and course content learning, yet the limited research on writing in the 
design classroom has focused on writing-to-learn assignments that do not necessarily focus 
on the develop of specific writing skills. A key writing product that interior design students 
must learn to master are design rationales. A design rationale is one component of a design 
proposal; it is a written place for a designer to fill in knowledge gaps and details that a visual 
alone cannot capture. A successful design rationale describes the proposed project and 



THE JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH 52 
 

 

Journal of Teacher Action Research - Volume 8, Issue 2, Spring 2022, <practicalteacherresearch.com>, ISSN # 2332-2233 © JTAR. All Rights  

 

crafts an effective argument for the merits of the proposal and design decisions (Beecher, 
2006). As writing and critical thinking skills are similarly important for interior design 
students, incorporating writing into their training helps students to be able to apply course 
content to their applied skills, which is demonstrated, in part, through written design 
concepts (Gingerich et al., 2014; McDermott, 2010).  
 
We designed this study to create an interior design specific rubric to give students the tools 
to create a strong, well-written design document. Specifically, we developed an interior 
design rationale rubric and then designed classroom activities that challenged students to 
write design rationales that met the rubric requirements. To scaffold rubric writing, we 
began with in-class instruction on the rubric criteria, progressed to in-class practice with the 
rubric, and finished with independent writing assignments. This progression across the 
semester was designed to provide students guided practice in writing detailed, illustrative 
design rationales (Stewart et al., 2010).  
 
Methodology 
 
Action research is a practical, cyclical research method that typically arises from a problem 
in which the researcher is directly involved; action research inquiries collect and implement 
evidence-based interventions to respond to a problem (Casey & Evans, 2017).  Frequently, 
action research relies on a classroom instructor to be both teacher and researcher (Kuhne & 
Quigley, 1997). According to Susman and Evered (1978) action research has five stages: 
diagnosing, action planning, taking-action, evaluation and specifying learning (see Figure 1). 
Action research is guided by the identification of a teaching or learning problem (Graca et 
al., 2018; Olesen & Myers, 1999; Swann, 2002). The college classroom is an ideal place to 
conduct action research, because a classroom can support the active experimentation of 
new curriculum and many instructors are trained researchers (Casey & Evans, 2017).  

 

Diagnosing

Action Planning

Taking Action

Evaluating

Specifying Learning

Action Research Cycle Model 
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Figure 1. Action Research Cycle Model From “An Assessment of The Scientific Merits of Action 
Research by G. I. Susman & R. D. Evered, 1978, Administrative Science Quarterly, 23(4), p. 588.  
 
In this action research study, we explored the implementation of an interior design-specific 
writing rubric through writing assignments in LGU’s (pseudonym) interior design program. 
Although LGU’s interior design program was a CIDA accredited program and therefore 
subject to CIDA standards, writing had often only been included in the curriculum using 
design rationales. Design rationales are a written statement that document the design 
process and any design decisions. In the LGU program, design rationales were often 
assigned as a part of upper-level class projects (e.g., health care and residential design), yet 
there was limited direct instruction on how to write design rationales and limited inclusion 
of writing in the curriculum. To better meet CIDA standards on writing, we followed Susman 
and Evered’s (1978) five-stage model of action research to test the effectiveness of the 
design and implementation of a writing rubric in a lower-level design classroom. Stage 1: 
Diagnosis: We began by diagnosing the program guided by Abbi-Storm’s personal 
experiences within the interior design classroom at LGU helped identify the problem as a 
need for a writing specific rubric. Stage 2: Action Plan: We consulted the literature to 
identify methods to improve field-specific writing skills. As a result, we identified the need 
for a design rationale rubric with specific instructional methods to help students develop 
their writing skills. Stage 2 guided the development of our research question: “How does the 
development and use of a design-focused rubric inform student writing in a sophomore 
interior design course? Stage 3: Taking-action: We created a rubric and implemented the 
rubric in classroom writing activities and assessments. Stage 4: Evaluation: We evaluated 
the development of student writing across the semester using the rubric. Stage 5: Specifying 
Learning: Finally, we reflected on the effectiveness of the rubric and associated classroom 
activities to identify areas for improvement. Revisiting the literature, we began the action 
research cycle anew and revised the rubric to better guide and assess student writing.   
 
Stage 3: Rubric Development. After consulting generic writing rubrics to understand the 
basic structure of effective rubrics (e.g., Bean, 2011) and reviewing the LGU interior design 
e-portfolio rubric, Abbi-Storm developed a foundational rubric. That existing rubric outlined 
the grading levels used in the design rational rubric: Novice, Developing, and Professional. 
Laura reviewed the draft and provided guidance and suggestions at each stage of the rubric 
development process. After the foundational rubric was established, Abbi-Storm met with 
the associate director of LGU’s campus-writing center. Guided by a list of desired skills that 
should be evident in an effective design rationale, the associate director and Abbi-Storm 
revised the first draft of the rubric and formalized the four interior design specific categories 
included in the final rubric: Professional Terminology, Clarity of Descriptions, Audience, and 
Justification of Rationale.  
 
Professional terminology. Using interior design specific language is a way for students to 
describe their work through writing while demonstrating their professional knowledge. As 
students develop as designers, they should simultaneously develop their professional 
language skills. The use of appropriate professional terminology demonstrates the student 
understands design principles and is an important aspect of professional design (Gulwadi, 
2008). 
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Clarity of descriptions. A clear design description should include the specifics of the design 
and be understood without question by a reader. Design descriptions should logically flow 
from one aspect to another and explain the concept of the design using design terminology 
in a way that is understood by a non-technical audience (McKeachie, 2014).  
 
Audience. Effective writing considers the audience in tone (Long, 1980). In a design 
rationale, students should avoid the use of jargon while clearly communicating their designs 
to industry professionals and non-interior design individuals.  
 
Justification of rationale. Building on the previous categories, a strong Justification of 
Rationale is assessed using descriptive, imaginative language that creates a clear picture of 
the design. A design rationale should clearly describe the reasoning behind the selection of 
each element of the design; students should describe all the complexities and limitations of 
the design. See Table 1 for the first draft of the rubric.  
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Table 1: Interior Design Writing Specific Rubric 

 Novice  

(Minimal Evidence)  

Grade: C  

Developing  

(Moderate Evidence)  

Grade: B 

Professional  

(Substantial Evidence) 

Grade: A 

Audience  Demonstrates 
minimal attention to 
context as it relates 
to the audience and 
to the assigned 
tasks(s).   

 

Demonstrates 
awareness of context 
as it relates to the 
audience and to the 
assigned tasks(s). 

(e.g., begins to show 
awareness of 
audience's 
perceptions and 
assumptions).  

 

Demonstrates a thorough 
understanding of context 
as it relates to the 
audience and is responsive 
to the assigned task(s).  

 

Professional 
Terminology  

Uses appropriate 
and relevant 
terminology to 
develop simple 
principles of design 
ideas in some parts 
of the work.  

 

Uses appropriate and 
relevant terminology 
to develop and 
explore principles of 
design ideas through 
most of the work.  

 

Uses appropriate, 
relevant, and compelling 
terminology to illustrate 
mastery of principles of 
design, conveying the 
writer's understanding, 
and shaping the whole 
work.  

 

Clarity of 
Description  

Uses language that 
sometimes impedes 
clarity because of 
errors in usage.  

 

Uses language that 
generally conveys 
description to 
readers with clarity, 
although writing may 
include some errors.  

 

Uses graceful language 
that skillfully 
communicates description 
to readers with clarity and 
fluency and is virtually 
error- free.  

 

Justification 
of Rationale  

Design rationale is 
stated but is 
simplistic and 
obvious.  

 

Design rationale 
takes into account 
the complexities of 
the design. Limited 
description of the 
complexities.  

Design rationale is 
imaginative, taking into 
account the complexities 
of the design. 
Limits of the design are 
acknowledged.  
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Stage 3: Procedures.  The study sample consisted of the interior design sophomore students 
in a face-to-face color theory class. All participants were 19 years of age or older, and only 
students enrolled in the color theory class Spring 2018 semester participated. The class had 
a total of 31 students; only 21 students chose to participate in the study, so the sample size 
for this study was 21 students. The IRB Board approved this study. We strove to protect the 
anonymity of participants by removing any identifying information from writing samples and 
reporting data in the aggregate. Finally, when students were asked to participate and told 
more about the study, Abbi-Storm ensured that students knew that their participation was 
not linked, in any way, to the course grade.  
 
Positionality. Abbi-Storm was a doctoral student in a human science program at LGU. She 
began this action research project as a course requirement for a certificate in university 
teaching. Laura was an assistant professor in the Higher Education Administration program 
and taught the practicum course that this action research project was assigned. Abbi-Storm 
and Laura discussed the framework of this study including design, collection, and analysis. 
Abbi-Storm conducted the study, analyzed the data, and wrote the first draft of this 
manuscript. Laura provided editing and feedback at each stage of the writing process.  
 
Classroom Activities and Assignments.  Throughout the semester all students participated in 
three writing lessons that focused on descriptive writing and peer feedback techniques. 
Only the work of students who opted to participate in the study were analyzed as a part of 
this manuscript. The design rationale rubric guided the development of each lesson and was 
used to assess the final writing assignment for a grade. By providing an opportunity for 
students to develop their writing skills throughout the semester, we anticipated overall 
quality of writing in the final assignment to be positively impacted. We discussed each 
writing lesson, followed by an analysis of the rubric as a grading tool.  
 
Lesson one. During the first lesson, Abbi-Storm began class with a brief lecture on 
descriptive language, the five senses, and how they connect. Students then created a list of 
words or feelings that came to mind while listening to an audio clip of ocean waves. The 
listening exercise informed a class discussion using student examples from the listening 
exercise on how the five senses could enhance the description of the beach or ocean. After 
this discussion, the class divided into five groups; each group was given an image of an 
interior space ranging from a mid-century kitchen to stone bathroom built in a cave and 
instructed to write a description of that particular interior space using their five senses. At 
the end of class, each group gave a quick oral presentation of their written description of 
the assigned room. After each group’s oral presentation, the class discussed the descriptions 
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adding and arguing any other descriptive words related to the particular room. Students 
used words such as strong, cool, grandma, and showy to describe the various rooms shown.   
 
Lesson two. Lesson two occurred two days later in a lecture-style lesson. Abbi-Storm 
lectured on peer feedback and criticism techniques, specifically two stars and a wish, which 
is a peer feedback method that requires the peer reviewer to note two things the writer did 
well and one that could be improved when providing feedback. Students also learned 
praise, question, polish (PQP), another feedback method. Abbi-Storm then read the design 
rationale rubric to the class while projecting the rubric on the board for students to see. 
Finally, Abbi-Storm presented writing examples, written by herself, on the board. Students 
practiced giving feedback on the samples and using the rubric; each student had an 
opportunity to critique a writing sample.   
 
Lesson three. The third writing lesson asked students to read “Citrus Punch” in Interior 
Design Homes magazine, an article that followed Dutch-born designer Ghislaine Vinas 
design process in a Montauk, New York home. Students were given five minutes to write a 
summary of the article, paying specific attention to design details and the decision process 
leading to the design in the article. Each student then had three minutes to provide 
feedback on a peer’s summary. This “freewriting” technique is called inkshedding, 
developed by Russ Hunt and Jim Reither in the 1980s (Lang, 2008). Previously in the 
semester, students had completed a modular home design project compliant with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). At the conclusion of the lesson, students were tasked 
with writing a design rationale explaining their modular home design and the decisions that 
guided it. Knowing the rubric would be used in grading, students were given a copy of the 
rubric as a writing tool and had five days to complete the assignment. The final writing 
assignment completed after lesson three had students write a complete design rationale for 
a modular home they had designed. 
 
Discussion questions. In addition to the writing lessons, students also participated in weekly, 
online discussion posts (see Table 2). Similar to the writing lessons, the discussion questions 
provided another opportunity for students to develop their writing skills. These discussion 
questions were meant to prompt student thinking and provide an opportunity to write 
descriptively. Students responded to each discussion post and provided constructive 
feedback responses via the discussion board to two peers. Discussion prompts were posted 
on Wednesdays, students had until Friday to post their own response and given the 
weekend to provide feedback for their peers. The feedback response ensured that students 
were not only writing their own response but reading peer responses as well.  

 

Table 2:  Discussion Questions 

Date  Discussion Question 

February 14th  Why do you want to be an interior designer? 
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February 21st Share your opinion: What is a design trend you like or a trend you think 
has been overdone. Describe the trend and give reasons why you have 
that opinion.  

February 28th  Provide three interior designers or architects you love and reasons why 
you chose them. 

March 7th  Consider these questions and respond – What is a design process? 
What’s your design process? How do you think designers decide on their 
design process?  

March 21st  Describe common misconceptions of designers and why you think those 
exist.  

March 28th  Research interviews from magazines or papers. Find and list 10 
interview questions that you might be asked in an interior design 
interview.  

 
Data Analysis. Written assignments were submitted in an online Learning Management 
System (LMS). Separate from the grading process, blinded papers were assessed using the 
design rationale rubric. Abbi-Storm read each submitted design rationale twice to carefully 
consider each rubric category. After the rationales were assessed, the course supervisor 
separated the consented rubrics from the non-consented rubrics. Only those rubrics 
consented for use by the student were used in the analysis of the assignment. Next, we 
describe how each category was assessed by looking at student examples from the final 
writing assignment.  
 
Results 
 
Audience. This category asked students to demonstrate a complete understanding of the 
topic and the audience that would be reading the document. Students were instructed that 
Abbi-Storm had limited interior design knowledge and did not know what ‘symmetrical 
balance’ was or how it reflected the ‘calmness’ of the space. One student started her 
rationale by explaining her design process; “when designing anything, one has to put 
themselves in the perspective of the people that will be using it.” This sentence 
demonstrated how the writer started the particular design process and indicated an 
awareness of the audience. Second, a rationale read: “The floor was covered in a wood 
patterned LVT and the walls have a regular grade paint covering.” While this sentence gave 
some details of the room, it used interior design jargon like ‘LVT.’ This sentence would keep 
a student from scoring Professional in Audience because an average reader might not know 
what ‘LVT’ flooring describes. Finally, a rationale read: “An important part of my space 
planning process was to ensure that my Clayton Homes was ADA, meaning completely 
accessible for anyone in a wheelchair.” This sentence also used an abbreviation but 
explained what ADA meant as a designer. This student understood the reader might not 
know what ADA meant and explained how this impacted the design, which resulted in a 
ranking of Professional in the Audience category.  
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Clarity of description. This category asked students to use descriptive language, while 
keeping their design explanation clear and error-free: a reader should be able to picture the 
spacing of furniture around the modular home with ease. This student example, “the master 
bedroom allows the space for the turning radius of a wheelchair next to the bed and a 
wheelchair turning radius in front of the master bathroom toilet and shower as well as 
inside the shower,” was scored as Professional in clarity of description because the language 
was clear, error-free, and painted a picture of the space. Another rationale read: “To make 
this challenge even more difficult, hallways and door openings and walkways all have to be 
at least 3 feet to compensate for wheelchairs.” In this example, the student paraphrased the 
assignment instructions and gave the parameters of the design but did not describe the 
designed space. This resulted in a score of novice; a novice score in clarity of description has 
errors that could impede clarity.  
 
Justification of rationale. To receive a high score in Justification, the rubric asked students to 
be imaginative but realistic about the limits of physically designing a space. For example, 
one rationale read: “Blue and grey tones are featured as the main colors of the space, 
keeping the design natural and rustic.” This is a student writing sample from a rationale that 
received a novice score; while the student described the room, they did not divulge the 
reasoning behind those design elements. In contrast, this student example, “I let my color 
palette be influenced by the surrounding nature I see when I am driving down Gulf Shore 
Drive to my favorite beach spot,” is a clearer example of why design colors were chosen for 
a space. Finally, one rationale read: “I had to make sacrifices in some parts of the design in 
order to make other parts how I wanted them.” The Professional level in the rubric stated 
that the writer should acknowledge the limits of the design. While this student used their 
own taste as a justification, they did not go into details about how those sacrifices affected 
the design, so they did not achieve a Professional rating.  
 
Professional terminology. To score Professional in this category, student writing should use 
interior design specific language in a way that is still accessible for those outside of design 
fields, such as future customers. For example, one rational read: “This would maintain a 
balanced space, while not being too overpowering and implementing variety.” This student 
used the interior design specific language appropriately, but because it did not make the 
language accessible, it was scored as Developing. In contrast, another rationale read: “In 
order to create a balanced layout, it takes strategic planning. The marriage line, where the 
two halves of the building connect, is very important.” This student used interior design 
specific information in a way that was accessible to someone without a design background 
and was scored as Professional.  
 
Stage 4: Evaluation. The main purpose of this action research project was to explore the use 
of a writing-focused, interior design rubric and rubric-focused writing course activities to 
develop the writing skills of sophomore interior design students. Analysis of observational 
data suggested that during the semester, student attitudes towards descriptive writing 
became more welcoming as they worked on individual and group writing assignments. 
Analysis of the final writing assignment and rubric data indicated that the rubric informed, 
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at least in part, completion of the assignment based on the high number of professional and 
developing scores.  
 
Student Scores. Five students achieved professional marks on all four categories; the 
remaining students had varied ratings (see Table 3). Students performed best at “Audience” 
with twelve students achieving professional and nine achieved developing marks. “Clarity of 
Description” had the next highest marks; twelve students achieved professional marks, eight 
achieved developing, and one student scored novice. The category with the most novice 
marks was “Justification of Rationale” with seven scores, followed by “Professional 
Terminology” with six.  
 
 

Table 3: Frequency of Scores 

 Novice  

(Minimal 
Evidence)  

Grade: C  

Developing  

(Moderate 
Evidence)  

Grade: B 

Professional  

(Substantial 
Evidence) 

Grade: A 

Audience     

 

9  12 

Professional 
Terminology  

6 

 

8 

 

7 

Clarity of 
Description  

1  8 12 

Justification 
of Rationale  

 7  7 7 

 
When analyzing the frequency table, “Audience” and “Clarity of Description” occurred most 
frequently. However, six students received a Novice score in “Professional Terminology,” 
which suggests that students had not learned to use Professional Terminology in their 
design rationales. Further, “Justification of Rationale” was the lowest score overall. It was 
the only grading category that sought to judge student writing as whole. As a result, when 
other scores are low, Justification of Rationale should also be low. Finally, while 12 students 
achieved professional marks on “Clarity of Description,” nine students scored lower and can 
still use improvement. Although grammar cannot be taught in every college class, this 
suggests that instructors can encourage students to use on-campus resources dedicated to 
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improving writing. By improving the scores in these two categories, overall scores in 
“Justification of Rationale” would also improve.   
 
Stage 5: Specifying Learning. After reviewing student scores, we determined that the rubric 
was effective in assessing student writing. The grading categories provided essential 
assessment guidelines that led to reliable cross-student grading and clearly directed student 
writing. However, based on the results, there are several areas where the rubric can be 
improved. First, student grammar and conventions influenced each rubric category yet was 
not reflected in the rubric. We suggest that overall writing competency will be better 
reflected in rubric scores if a fifth grading category was added to the rubric. A writing 
competency category would give students and instructors guidelines on writing quality as a 
whole and would elevate the effectiveness of the rubric as a grading tool. Second, the rubric 
only used letter grades; future rubrics should also include a numerical scale to help with 
distributing total grades and exploring nuances within grade levels. The revised rubric (see 
Table 4) considers the suggestions learned throughout the current study to present a final 
design rationale rubric. This revised rubric represents the final stage of one action research 
cycle and the first stage of the next. Future research will explore the usefulness of this rubric 
in directing and developing student writing skills. In the next stage of research and in the 
use of this rubric, we suggest that providing a written example for each category would be 
helpful to direct student writing. Research shows that a rubric is a reliable assessment tool; 
by conducting future action research projects implementing the rubric, the action research 
cycle will be complete; this will ultimately help strengthen the rubric as an assessment tool. 
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Table 4: Revise Interior Design Writing Specific Rubric 

 Novice  

(Minimal Evidence)  

Grade: C  

70-79 

Developing  

(Moderate Evidence)  

Grade: B 

80-89 

Professional  

(Substantial Evidence) 

Grade: A 

90-100 

Audience  Demonstrates 
minimal attention to 
context as it relates 
to the audience and 
to the assigned 
tasks(s).   

 

Demonstrates 
awareness of context 
as it relates to the 
audience and to the 
assigned tasks(s). 

(e.g., begins to show 
awareness of 
audience's 
perceptions and 
assumptions).  

 

Demonstrates a thorough 
understanding of context 
as it relates to the 
audience and is responsive 
to the assigned task(s).  

 

Professional 
Terminology  

Uses appropriate 
and relevant 
terminology to 
develop simple 
principles of design 
ideas in some parts 
of the work.  

 

Uses appropriate and 
relevant terminology 
to develop and 
explore principles of 
design ideas through 
most of the work.  

 

Uses appropriate, 
relevant, and compelling 
terminology to illustrate 
mastery of principles of 
design, conveying the 
writer's understanding, 
and shaping the whole 
work.  

 

Clarity of 
Description  

Uses language that 
sometimes impedes 
clarity because of 
errors in usage.  

 

Uses language that 
generally conveys 
description to 
readers with clarity, 
although writing may 
include some errors.  

 

Uses graceful language 
that skillfully 
communicates description 
to readers with clarity and 
fluency and is virtually 
error- free.  
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Discussion 
 
When looking further at student performance, it is possible that scores in Justification of 
Rationale were lowest because of the grade level of student. Student participants had only 
been studying interior design for two years and were still developing their design 
philosophy; it may have been difficult to write in an inspiring way when learning how to 
apply foundational knowledge. We interpreted the lower scores in Professional Terminology 
similarly; to achieve a professional score in Professional Terminology, students needed to 
use relevant and compelling terminology. However, they may not have developed industry-
specific language at this point in their education. Significantly, these writing assignments, 
while designed to help students learn design-specific writing skills, could also help students 
learn design terminology and concepts more deeply as seen in previous research that linked 
writing to critical thinking skills (Bangert-Drowns et al., 2004; Nevid et al., 2017). Finally, 
writing should become a larger part of interior design courses, and instruction should start 
in the first interior design courses of a plan of study. These findings echo the larger body of 
literature that emphasizes the importance of incorporating writing into field- and major-
specific courses to improve overall writing (Fulwiler, 1987; Guerin et al., 1999; Nevid et al., 
2017) 
 
Limitations 
 
This particular action research project was the first of its kind for the interior design 
department at LGU; for that reason, this study lacked a baseline assessment of writing skills. 
A thorough analysis of writing skills is limiting without a baseline of writing skills of the study 
participants. Further, the writing assignments reviewed in this study were not written into 
the course syllabus. This may have negatively impacted student motivation to complete the 
writing assignments. Putting assignments into the syllabus creates a contract between 
teacher and student, which could have positive effects on assignment submission rates. 

Justification 
of Rationale  

Design rationale is 
stated but is 
simplistic and 
obvious.  

 

Design rationale 
takes into account 
the complexities of 
the design. Limited 
description of the 
complexities.  

Design rationale is 
imaginative, taking into 
account the complexities 
of the design. 
Limits of the design are 
acknowledged.  

 

Overall 
Writing 
Competency  

Design rationale fails 
to address the four 
rubric categories 
with significant 
errors in grammar 
and cognition.  

Design rationale 
demonstrates some 
but not all aspects of 
the four rubric 
categories, with 
grammatic and 
cognitive errors.  

All four rubric categories 
are demonstrated within 
the design rationale in a 
well thought out, 
deliberate and grammar 
free document.  
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Further, students in interior design often have several projects going at once. Spacing out 
writing assignments according to the projects due in other courses could also have a 
positive impact on student motivation and engagement in the writing assignment.   
Literature suggests that qualitative feedback can make the grading process more 
transparent (Alvarez et al., 2012); we anticipated that students performed better knowing 
the grading categories before writing. However, in future studies writing assignments 
should be frequently administered, and the rubric should be used in earlier in the grading 
process, giving students an opportunity to learn what exactly is expected in their work. 
Further, prior research has found that frequent low-stake writing assignments help students 
improve their high-stakes writing (Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014). The weekly discussion posts 
served as low-stakes writing assignments throughout the course of the semester. While 
determining causal relationships between teaching methods and student performance was 
not the purpose of this study, we did see an overall improvement in student writing skills 
across the semester. However, it cannot be concluded that the writing exercises in this 
course led to this improvement in writing.  
 
Conclusion  
 
In summary, the current action research project contributed to interior design education in 
three ways. First, we suggest that when working with busy interior design students, the best 
way to introduce writing assignments is to include them into the syllabus and review them 
at the beginning of the semester. Second, interior design writing research is limited; by 
taking on this project we hope to encourage other interior design educators to not only add 
more writing into their course, but to share that information with other researchers. Lastly, 
we have identified an interior design, descriptive writing rubric that could be used across 
interior design courses. This is a major contribution from this study. A rubric can help to 
make the assessment process transparent and create an environment that supports 
teaching and learning for both students and instructors; this writing rubric is a pedagogical 
tool that can be used for many interior design writing projects. Finally, throughout the 
process of this research project it became evident that little interior design, writing-focused 
teaching research exists (Guerin et al., 1999; Gulwadi, 2008; Kosidowski, 1996). This study 
contributes to the small but growing body of knowledge about the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning in Interior Design. 
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