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COLOR CODING 
WRITING PATTERNS 
USING FUNCTIONAL 
RUBRICS:  
A BEST PRACTICE
Having students color code their writing using functional rubrics is not a new idea. 
Harry Noden, Penny Kittle, Jeff Anderson, Katie Ray, and many other experts have 
advocated for the practice. Since you are likely already doing this work, this take-
away can serve as additional resources. Included on the next few pages are a 
series of scaffolded essay rubrics that include coding interactions along with three 
student samples that you can use to add to your teacher toolbox. Two of the best 
things about color coding is that it can be used digitally and it works well in a 
workshop classroom using mentor texts/mini-lessons.  

THE BASICS AND THE SOURCES

Teachers and students color code composition patterns to improve 
writing. Composition patters can be mechanical, grammatical, structural, 
stylistic, figurative, rhetorical, etc. Rubrics ask students to interact with 
their writing by coding and reflect on their writing with endnotes/
footnotes.  

Sources: 
Anderson, Jeff. Mechanically Inclined: Building Grammar, Usage, and Style into Writer's  
Workshop. 
Kittle, Penny. Write beside Them: Risk, Voice, and Clarity in High School Writing. 
Noden, Harry R. Image Grammar: Using Grammatical Structures to Teach Writing. 
Ray, Katie Wood. Wondrous Words: Writers and Writing in the Elementary Classroom.
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Diagnostic Essay* 

___ / 5 - Clarity: 
___ / 5 - Introduction: 
___ / 10 - Body: 
___ / 5 - Conclusion: 

(___ / 25)  TOTAL 

*This essay happens before using coding and functional rubrics.  

—————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————— 

Descriptive Essay 

(___ / 50)  TOTAL 

___ / 5 - Clarity: 
 *** Connect EVERY paragraph to the thesis (use topic sentences/concluding  
 sentences) 

___ / 9 - Introduction: 
  2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
  2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
  5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 

___ / 31 - Body: 
  7 = sensory imagery (3) 
  7 = figurative language (3) 
  7 = image grammar (3) 
  10 = Evidence (5) 

___ / 5 - Conclusion: 
  2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
  3 = evaluation of evidence (connect concluding sentences in a clear, concise) 



Exemplification Essay 

(___ / 70)  TOTAL 

___ / 5 - Clarity: 
 *** Connect EVERY paragraph to the thesis (use topic sentences/concluding  
 sentences) 

___ / 9 - Introduction: 
  2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
  2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
  5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 

___ / 50 - Body: 
  ___ / 20 - Description: 
    sensory imagery (3) 
    figurative language (3) 
    image grammar (3) 
  ___/ 10 = Evidence  
   ___ / 5 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References (3) 
   ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
    correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
    Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
  ___ / 20 =  A Variety of Examples (2 types, 5 applications of examples) 
    anecdote(s) 
    typification(s) 
    hypothetical(s) 
    generalization(s) 
    extended example(s) 

___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
  2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
  3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
  1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the  
  hook) 

KEY: 
A 63 - 70 
B 56 - 62 
C 49 - 55 
D 42 - 48 
F 41 and below 



Division-Classification Essay 

(___ / 90)  TOTAL 

___ / 25 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text) 
 ___ / 10 - Effective Text Features (BOLD/italicized): 
  title, (sub)headings, charts/graphics supporting evidence, etc. 
 ___ / 10 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences) 

___ / 9 - Introduction: 
 2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
 2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
 5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 

___ / 50 - Body: 
 ___ / 20 - Description: 
   sensory imagery (3) 
   figurative language (3) 
   image grammar (3) 
 ___/ 10 = Evidence  
  ___ / 5 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References (3) 
  ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
    correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
    Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 20 =  A Variety of Examples (2 types, 5 applications of examples) 
   anecdote(s) 
   typification(s) 
   hypothetical(s) 
   generalization(s) 
   extended example(s) 

___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
 2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
 3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
 1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the hook) 



Process Analysis Essay 
(___ / 125)  TOTAL 

___ / 25 - Evidence of Revision - Three hard copies must be submitted, & marked 
 ___ / 10 - First Draft, Revised Draft (three segments highlighted) 
 ___ / 10 - Peer Review/Reflection/Revision 
 ___ / 5 -  End Notes* (Discussion of three (key) revisions) 
___ / 25 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text) 
 ___ / 10 - Effective Text Features (BOLD/italicized): 
  title, (sub)headings, charts/graphics supporting evidence, etc. 
 ___ / 10 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences) 
___ / 9 - Introduction: 
  2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
  2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
  5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 
___ / 60 - Body: 
 __ / 10 - Transitional (Connective/Directional) Phrases 
  First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next... 
 ___ / 20 - Description: 
    sensory imagery (3) 
    figurative language (3) 
    image grammar (3) 
 ___/ 10 = Evidence  
  ___ / 5 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References (3) 
  ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
    correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
    Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 20 =  A Variety of Examples (2 types, 5 applications of examples) 
    anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s), 
    extended example(s) 
___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
  2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
  3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
  1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the  
  hook) 

*REQUIRED END NOTE(S): Reflect on THREE (3) significant changes made from draft to draft by 
highlighting key pieces of evidence and applying footnotes to discuss changes in each subsequent 
draft (exemplifying); discuss how these changes impacted the final product. 



Final Essay (Revision of Diagnostic Essay) 
(___ / 150)  TOTAL 

___ / 50 - Evidence of Revision - Three hard copies must be submitted, & marked 
 ___ / 5 - Self-graded draft (Clarity-Conclusion), grade your first draft out of 100) 
 ___ / 10 - First Draft, Revised Draft (three segments highlighted) 
 ___ / 20 - Peer Review/Reflection/Revision 
 ___ / 15 -  End Notes* (Discussion of three (key) revisions, peer review, and changes in  
 your understanding about your own writing.) 
___ / 25 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text)  
  No off-topic/illogical discussion 
 ___ / 10 - Effective Text Features (BOLD/italicized): 
  title, (sub)headings, charts/graphics supporting evidence, etc. 
 ___ / 10 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences) 
___ / 9 - Introduction: 
  2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
  2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
  5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 
___ / 60 - Body: 
 __ / 10 - Transitional (Connective/Directional) Phrases 
  First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next... 
 ___ / 20 - Description: 
    sensory imagery (3) 
    figurative language (3) 
    image grammar (3) 
 ___/ 10 = Evidence  
  ___ / 5 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References (3) 
  ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
    correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
    Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 20 =  A Variety of Examples (2 types, 5 applications of examples) 
    anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s), 
    extended example(s) 
___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
  2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
  3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
  1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the  
  hook) 

* REQUIRED END NOTE(S):  
1. Reflect on THREE (3) significant changes made from draft to draft by highlighting key pieces of evidence and applying footnotes to 
discuss changes in each subsequent draft (exemplifying); discuss how these changes impacted the final product. 
2. Identify TWO (2) things that peer review impacted in your paper (specific lines/segments/details), and discuss/reflect the impact of the 
peer review process on your writing. 
3. Reflect on ONE (1) major change in the way you think about your own writing.  Exemplify this by discussing (a) segment(s) of your paper. 



Evaluation Essay 

(___ / 100)  TOTAL 

___ / 10 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text)  
  No off-topic/illogical discussion 
 ___ / 5 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences//Text Features 

___ / 9 - Introduction: 
 2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
 2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
 5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 

___ / 75 - Body: 
 ___ / 10 - Transitional (Connective/Directional) Phrases 
  First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next... 

 ___/ 35 = Evidence  
  ___ / 30 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References, Charts (15) 
  ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
    correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
    Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 30 =  Exemplification and Creative/Description Discussion (10) 
   anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s) 
   extended example(s), Figurative Language, Sensory Imagery and/or 
   Sound Devices 

___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
 2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
 3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
 1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the hook) 

KEY 
A 90-100
B 80-89
C 70-79
D 60-69
F 0-59



Causal/Definition Essay 

(___ / 120)  TOTAL 

___/ 10 = Attention to Audience 

 Use footnotes* to point out three specific times you include detail to impact the wide array of audience  
 members. 
___ / 10 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text)  
  No off-topic/illogical discussion 
 ___ / 5 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences//Text Features 
___ / 9 - Introduction: 
 2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
 2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
 5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 
___ / 85 - Body: 
 ___ / 10 - Transitional (Connective/Directional) Phrases 
  First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next... 
 ___/ 45 = Evidence  
  ___ / 30 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References, Charts (15) 
  ____/ 5 = Visual Representation(s) of evidence (Visual Aides/Text Features) 
   This may include pictures/charts/graphics/diagrams/etc. You must  cite this  
   evidence in the text (when/where you discuss the visuals) 
  ____/ 5 = Ballance-Be sure to have both quantitative and/or qualitative evidence to  
   support the main points of your argument. We should see a few fully developed  
   points, not several underdeveloped points. Less is more. 
  ___ / 5 = Correct MLA Format 
   correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
   Works Cited list (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 30 =  Exemplification and Creative/Description Discussion (10) 
   anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s) 
   extended example(s), Figurative Language, Sensory Imagery and/or   
   Sound Devices 
___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
 2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
 3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
 1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the hook) 
KEY 
A 108-120 
B 96-107 
C 84-95 
D 72-83 
F 0-71 

* Footnotes: To insert a footnote, go to “Insert” and select “Footnote” after the text segment where the footnote is 
applicable. Your footnotes should be directly attached to the segments of relevant text.



Rebuttal/Narrative Essay 
(___ / 130)  TOTAL 

___/ 15 = Attention to Audience 
 In this paper, you are tailoring your writing to (a) specific audience demographic(s) of your choice ~ some 
 examples are as follows:

(1) professionals in a particular field (biology, history, medicine, etc.)
(2) segments of society (soccer moms, DINK households, starving artists, criminals, the unemployed, 

  holistic healers, etc.)
(3) age groups (20-somethings, teens, the elderly, young adults, etc.)  

This time, we’ll create End Notes (a section that will follow the Bibliography) to discuss this in two (2) ways: 
 (i) identify your target audience and their connection to your topic [5 points]

(ii) three (3) specific examples of what you did in order to reach your target audience [10 points]

___ / 10 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text); YOU CAN USE    
  HEADINGS TO DO SO, but headings alone do not create focused segments - the information  
  in each section should be on one specific topic  
  No off-topic/illogical discussion 
 ___ / 5 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences//Text Features 
___ / 9 - Introduction: 
 2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
 2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
 5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 
___ / 90 - Body:  
 ___/15 Coherency/Complexity

1.  Transitional Phrases (Connective/Directive)
First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next...

2. Complexity of Language (use of sentence structure for effect)
a. Sentence Variety:

Compound Sentences/Complex Sentences/Compound-Complex 
Sentences/Interrupter Phrases (participle, appositive, absolute, etc.)/
effective ellipses (...), colons (:), dash (--), etc.

b. Emphasis/Parallelism:
Instances of Intentional phrasing for effect

c. Exact Language
Intentionally Concise and Complete

 ___/ 45 = Evidence  
  ___ / 30 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References, Charts (15) 
  ____/ 5 = Visual Representation(s) of evidence (Visual Aides/Text Features) 
   This may include pictures/charts/graphics/diagrams/etc. You must  cite this  
   evidence in the text (when/where you discuss the visuals) 
  ____/ 5 = Ballance-Be sure to have both quantitative and/or qualitative evidence to  
   support the main points of your argument. We should see a few fully developed  
   points, not several underdeveloped points. Less is more. 
   



 

  ___ / 5 = Correct Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) Format 
   correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
   Bibliography (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 30 =  Exemplification and Creative/Description Discussion (10) 
   anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s) 
   extended example(s), Figurative Language, Sensory Imagery and/or  
   Sound Devices 
___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
 2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
 3 = evaluation of evidence (connected, clear, concise) 
 1 = Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the hook) 

KEY 
A 117-130
B 104-116
C 91-103
D 78-90
F 0-77



Proposal Essay 
(___ / 150)  TOTAL 

___/ 30 = Attention to Audience 
 In this paper, you are tailoring your writing to (a) specific audience demographic(s) of your choice ~ some 
 examples are as follows:

(1) professionals in a particular field (biology, history, medicine, etc.)
(2) segments of society (soccer moms, DINK households, starving artists, criminals, the unemployed, 

  holistic healers, etc.)
(3) age groups (20-somethings, teens, the elderly, young adults, etc.)  

Again, we’ll create End Notes (a section that will follow the Bibliography) to discuss this in four (4) ways: 
 (i) identify your target audience and their connection to your topic [5 points]

(ii) three (3) specific examples of what you did in order to reach your target audience [10 points] 
 (iii) Discuss revisions made to this paper based upon feedback and peer review [5 points]. Where  
  did your peers point out flaws in your reasoning? How did you attempt to correct these flaws?  
  Where did peers provide structural suggestions? How did you apply these revisions? 
 (iv) Evaluate the sufficiency of your research [10 points]:

● Are there loose ends that you did not address?
● Was there information that was elusive? Information that you could not find? How  

   might you go about finding this information in the future?
● Is available information on this topic too limited?
● Anticipate (and list) questions you believe an audience may ask about this topic   

   (particularly questions not covered in your research). 
___ / 10 - Clarity: 
 ___ / 5 - Classification: 
  Specific Categories/Sections/Segments of focus within the essay (text); YOU CAN USE    
  HEADINGS TO DO SO, but headings alone do not create focused segments - the information  
  in each section should be on one specific topic  
  No off-topic/illogical discussion 
 ___ / 5 - Connectivity: 
  (effectively use topic sentences/concluding sentences//Text Features 
___ / 9 - Introduction: 
 2 = interesting hook (an attractive, clear topic sentence) 
 2 = connection between hook and thesis (line) 
 5 = 3-part thesis (sinker) 
___ / 95 - Body:  
 ___/15 Coherency/Complexity

1.  Transitional Phrases (Connective/Directive)
First, Second, Third... Before, After... Furthermore, again, next...

2. Complexity of Language (use of sentence structure for effect)
a. Sentence Variety:

Compound Sentences/Complex Sentences/Compound-Complex 
Sentences/Interrupter Phrases (participle, appositive, absolute, etc.)/
effective ellipses (...), colons (:), dash (--), etc.

b. Emphasis/Parallelism:
Instances of Intentional phrasing for effect

c. Exact Language
Intentionally Concise and Complete



 

 ___/ 45 = Evidence  
  ___ / 30 = Direct Quotations or Paraphrased References, Charts (15) 
  ____/ 5 = Visual Representation(s) of evidence (Visual Aides/Text Features) 
   This may include pictures/charts/graphics/diagrams/etc. You must  cite this 
   evidence in the text (when/where you discuss the visuals) 
  ____/ 5 = Ballance-Be sure to have both quantitative and/or qualitative evidence to 
   support the main points of your argument. We should see a few fully  
   developed points, not several underdeveloped points. Less is more. 
  ___ / 5 = APA Format 
   correct in-text citations (100% accuracy) 
   Bibliography (100% accuracy) 
 ___ / 35 = Discussion of Evidence/Connections (to Thesis) 
  1. Clear/Purposeful Action Steps with Specific Solution (5) 
  2.  Exemplification and Creative/Description Discussion (10) 
   anecdote(s), typification(s), hypothetical(s), generalization(s) 
   extended example(s), Figurative Language, Sensory Imagery and/or  
   Sound Devices 
___ / 6 - Conclusion: 
 2 = reframed thesis (a.k.a. concluding statement) 
 3 = evaluation of evidence (Discussion of Action Steps) 
 1 = Call to Action Closing Statement (providing relief with some direct connection to the hook) 

KEY 
A 135-150
B 120-134
C 105-119
D 90-104
F 0-89



Sample Exemplification Essay













Sample Final Essay 

























Sample Proposal Essay


























