
Lab Handout/PLS 15 
 Sustainability Criteria Rubric 

 (Weeks 3 – 9/10) 
 

Overview  
 
Starting in Week 3, you will work with your lab group to develop a tool for assessing the overall 
sustainability of an agricultural operation or system.  This tool will be called your Sustainability 
Criteria Rubric (SCR).  As the quarter progresses, you will expand, modify and refine your SCR 
in and out of class, including time on field trips.  During the final lab period of the quarter, your 
lab section will discuss together the different groups’ SCRs, how they worked, and some of the 
lessons learned in making and using them.  
 
 Understanding that agricultural sustainability is a function of many interrelated factors, 
your group (with some assistance from your whole lab section) will work to develop a set of 
criteria for evaluating the sustainability of an agricultural operation.  You also will organize the 
criteria into categories such that those criteria address the same broad topic are in the same 
category. As the quarter progresses, you will determine the definitions of high, medium and low 
levels of sustainability for the individual criteria you have identified.  All of this information 
will be organized into a spread-sheet or score card, called a rubric, that should facilitate its use.  
This is depicted below.  Your final rubric will have at least 6 – 8 categories (with several criteria 
in each category),  at least 30-40 criteria, and definitions of the three levels of sustainability for 
at least 25-30 individual criteria. 
 
General format of Sustainability Criteria Rubric (SCR): 
 

  Levels of Sustainability 
Category Criteria High (3 pts)  Medium (2 pts) Low (1 pt) 

Criteria 1 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 2 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 3 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 4 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 5 Definition Definition Definition 

Category 
I 

Criteria 6 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 7 Definition Definition Definition 
Criteria 8 Definition Definition Definition 

Category 
II 

Criteria 9 Definition Definition Definition 
 etc… 
 
By the May 16 field trip each lab groups will have developed its own SCR.   At the start of the 
field trip, each group will be assigned one farming operation and will use their SCR to do a 
partial assessment of the sustainability of that operation.  During the last lab of the quarter, 
groups will report back on their assessments of both the sustainability of their site and the 
effectiveness of their rubric.  



 
 

Week 3 
Today you will begin developing your group’s Sustainability Criteria Rubric.  Some of today’s 
work will be with your assigned lab group, but your entire lab section will work together on this 
project for part of today’s lab as well.  
 
Group Work and Assignment due  (25 minutes) 
Brainstorm for about 20 minutes many diverse factors or issues that you think might be good 
sustainability criteria and categories for an agricultural operation involved in crop production.  
(At this point, don’t be concerned about whether something might be a criterion or a category; 
just get lots of ideas out.)  Try to imagine different types of crop production systems (growing 
annual or perennial crops; of any size using ‘conventional’ or ‘organic’ methods, etc.), and what 
will be among the most important sustainability criteria and categories of such systems.  
Brainstorm as many possible factors (potential criteria and/or categories) as you can right now.     
 
As you work, your note-taker and/or document preparer should write down your ideas on a 
piece of butcher paper that will be provided, so that everyone in your group can see.   
 
Here are some questions and ideas that might help guide your thinking: 
 If you were visiting an agricultural site, what would you look for to tell you whether a site 

was sustainable?  What does a sustainable agricultural production system look like?  What 
information about the site or operation might you need  that you couldn’t acquire just by 
looking at the site? 

 How might farmers define sustainability on their land?  What might they think were the 
criteria of sustainability in their operations? 

 Note that your criteria might include both practice-based criteria and performance-based 
criteria.  Practice-based criteria focus on what practices are being used on a farm, without 
explicitly requiring a particular result.  Performance based criteria focus on particular results 
without requiring that any specific practice be used to achieve those results.   

 
After about 15 minutes, you should start to organize your results into groups of similar topics.  
Although this is still very early in the overall process, at this point your work should start to look 
something like the start of a rubric, with potential “criteria” organized into potential “categories.”   
Your organizer and/or document preparer will record your list of organized topics onto new 
butcher paper so that it can be taped to the wall to be shared with other groups in the lab section.   
(Don’t be concerned about having the correct knowledge or vocabulary needed for a complete 
list of criteria.  This is the first step in a process that will last several weeks.)   
 
Whole Lab Work (25 minutes)   
Each group will post its list of possible criteria and categories on the wall.  The whole lab will 
examine these and discuss, evaluate and suggest additional possible criteria and categories.  They 
may begin to discuss which criteria might be more significant or important and different ideas 
about grouping the indicators into categories.  Use pens and the extra paper provided to write 
down new potential criteria and categories.  
 



Following the lab, the TA will take the information generated during this discussion and turn it 
into a collective rubric that will be returned within three days to students in the lab.  Each group 
will use as much (or as little) of this collective rubric as they wish as the starting point for 
developing their own unique rubric during the rest of the quarter.    
 

 
Week 4 

 
{Outside Class} Group Work: 
Between the labs on Weeks 4 and 5, meet with your group to you create your group’s own 
unique First Draft SCR that your group will turn in at the beginning of the Week 5 lab.  Consider 
the following as you do this work 
 You will probably add, subtract and modify criteria and categories. 
 Be sure to include what you think are the most important broad sustainability areas; these 

will likely be your categories. 
 Identify the important specific criteria that fall under each category and list those 

appropriately.   
 Start determining your definitions of high, medium and low levels of sustainability for 

some of your criteria.   By Week 7, you will need to define these levels of sustainability for 
at least 25 - 30 of your criteria. Although you do not need to have completed any work on 
this aspect of the rubric by Week 5, you can include some definitions of levels of 
sustainability in the First Draft SCR. that your group turns in on Week 5 if you wish.   

 
The group’s document preparer should prepare a hard copy of the First Draft SCR...  The 
specific requirements are listed immediately below under Week 5.   

 
 

Week 5 
 (Off campus Field Trip today) 

 
Group Assignment Due: 
Turn in a hard copy of your First Draft SCR at the beginning of lab.  At this point, your rubric 
should include: 

1. at least 6-8 categories 
2. at least 30 - 40 individual criteria 
3. some of the definitions of high, medium and low levels of sustainability can be included, 

but are not required at this point. 
 
{In Class} Individual and Group Work:  (During field trip off campus) 
Each student should bring a hard copy of your group’s First Draft SCR on this week’s field trip.  
On the trip, you will test how well your criteria, and the overall rubric, seem to work at assessing 
the farming operation.  You should start thinking about the rubric in general and how it might (or 
might not) reflect a real world agricultural system.  During the trip, you should: 
1. Make notes on your First Draft SCR that will help you complete and improve it.   
2. Pay particular attention to what the farmer prioritizes in the different elements of the farming 

operation.  How are these aligned with, or different from, your rubric?   



 
Between the Week 5 Lab and the Week 7 Lab 

 
{Outside of Class} Group Work:   
Meet with your group and continue to develop your Second Draft SCR.   
1. Based on what you observed and learned on the fieldtrip, discuss whether the categories and 

criteria listed in the rubric are sufficient.  You should be close to having the 6-8 categories 
and 30-40 criteria required for your Final SCR.  Modify, as a group, your rubric accordingly.  
You may add, subtract or modify criteria and/or categories.  However, remember that your 
rubric should be relevant to many types of crop production operations (crops grown, size of 
operation, etc.), not just the type seen on the Week 5 field trip.   

2. Continue developing specific definitions for high, medium and low levels of sustainability.  
You should be approaching your goal of having definitions for all three levels of 
sustainability for at least 25-30 of your criteria.  

 
Week 7  

 
{In Class} Group Work: (Group work on both SCR and Pest Management exercises today) 
Meet with your group during lab to continue developing your rubric, including defining the three 
levels of sustainability for at least 25 - 30 of criteria. 
 
Group Assignment Due (by 12 noon the day after your lab section meets): 
Your completed rubric is due by e-mailed to your TA (eagrundberg@ucdavis.edu) by noon of 
the day after your lab section meets.  At this point, your rubric should be at or approaching the 
requirements for the Final SCR, which are: 

 At least 6-8 broad categories that are important to the sustainability of an agricultural 
operation. 

 At least 30 - 40 individual criteria that focus on particular aspects of agricultural 
operations or systems that are important to their sustainability  

 Definitions of high, medium, low levels of sustainability for at least 25 – 30 individual 
criteria. 

 
Saturday Fieldtrip (May 16) 

 
{In Class} Group Work: 
On the morning of the fieldtrip, your group will be assigned a particular site that we will be 
visiting on the trip.  Each student in the group should bring a hard copy of the Second Draft SCR 
on the field trip.  Students should focus on two general tasks today: 
1. Assess the sustainability of the operation at your assigned site using your SCR.  While you 

will not have the time to address all of the criteria in your SCR, score the site for as many 
criteria (indicate high, medium or low levels of sustainability) as you reasonably can and try 
to focus on the more important criteria in your rubric. 

2. Think about the ways that your rubric would need to be changed to work better – both in 
general, and for the type of operation present at your site. 

 



As a group, you should be prepared with a few key questions that you might to ask the farmer to 
help your group address important criteria in the rubric.  However, we also need to limit these 
questions.  It is important to maintain a balance between all of the students in the class learning 
about the operation in general and the students assigned to the particular site working on their 
rubrics.   

 
Week 8 

 
{Outside Class} Group Work: 
 
Work on developing your group’s Final SCR Reports  
Oral reports due on 5/28 and 6/1; written reports due on Thursday, 6/4):  
 
Following the field trip, meet with your group to develop your final oral and written reports.   
 
Your written reports are due after your oral reports to allow you to include ideas, insights and 
conclusions from the oral reports and discussion with the other lab groups in finalizing your 
written reports.   
 
Your reports will include: 
1. Your completed Final SCR, including the scores your group assigned for the criteria that 

you were able to evaluate.  You will need to provide 1 hard copy of this completed rubric for 
each student in your lab section’s report and discussion (on 5/28 or 6/1).  You probably will 
need to discuss differences among members of your group in how you graded the operation 
for some of the criteria; this is to be expected.  From your discussions, it also may be possible 
to assign levels of sustainability for some criteria that you did not score during the trip; this is 
acceptable.  Try score as many criteria as is reasonably possible.  The requirements for the 
Final SCR are: 

 At least 6-8 broad categories that are important to the sustainability of an agricultural 
operation. 

 At least 30-40 individual criteria that focus on particular aspects of agricultural operations or 
systems that are important to their sustainability 

 Definitions of high, medium and low levels of sustainability for at least 25-30 individual 
criteria.         

 
2. A summary of your assessment of the sustainability of your assigned site.  (This should be 2 

pages of the written report.)  This will include the following: 
a. A category-by-category assessment of your assigned operation.  For each category, 

indicate briefly whether you determined the site’s sustainability to be generally high, 
medium or low or mixed (or if you were not able to make any assessment).  This could 
include an average score for the criteria in the category, but an average score may not be 
the most useful measure in some cases.  From this assessment, provide an overview of 
what the rubric indicates about the site’s sustainability strengths and weaknesses. 

b. A brief discussion of the interactions between individual criteria and categories.  Do 
some of the criteria conflict with one another?   Do some of the categories conflict with 
one another?  Do some of them complement one another? 



c. An overall “sustainability score” for your assigned operation.  Address this question: 
“Overall, how sustainable is the operation?”   

d. Some general ideas or recommendations for the increasing sustainability of the site –in 
general and/or in specific areas. 

 
3. A summary of the rubric itself.  (This should be 1 page of the written report.)  You should 

address questions such as: What do you think are the main strengths and weaknesses of the 
rubric – as a general concept?  What were the main strengths and weaknesses of your specific 
rubric?   How useful was the rubric in assessing the sustainability of your site?  How useful 
would it be for assessing the sustainability of crop production operations, in general?  Do you 
think your rubric would be useful for farmers wishing to increase the sustainability of their 
operations?  What about for consumers wishing to support farmers who farm sustainably?  
What sorts of changes might you make to the rubric for it to me more useful for these 
purposes?   

 
 

Week 9 and Week 10: 
 

Group Assignment (Oral Report) Due and Lab Discussion:  
(Thursday, 5/28 and Monday, 6/1) 
Group Reports and Lab Discussion:  During your final lab session, each group will report to the 
lab section all of the features of the final report, as outlined under Week 8, immediately above.  
This will be a discussion format in which you have a chance to learn from one another and also 
reflect on all of the sites visited on the Saturday field trip.   
Each group must provide 1 hard copy of this completed rubric for each student in your lab. 
 
Group (Written Report)Assignment Due: 
(Thursday 6/4) 
Your final written report is due by 5pm, Thursday 6/4.  (This is true for both lab sections.) 
 
 


