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I suggest that your story-writing assignment not be a high-stakes assignment for your students. 

The intent of the assignment can be to facilitate reflections and conversations relevant to the 

study and practice of public administration. If you invite your students to work in teams, some 

mechanism should be in place to help assure every student participates, of course.  

 

There are rubrics available on the Web for use in grading short stories, but for public service 

short stories in particular. Your rubric, of course, should reflect your intended learning objectives 

for the assignment, of course. Our learning objectives are probably not the same as those of 

professors teaching composition at the undergraduate level. You may or may not want to build a 

research component into your assignment, involving the student gathering relevant references. I 

suggest that your rubric incorporate the following criteria. 

 

 Development of major Characters 

 Description of Organizational Setting 

 Organization of Plot 

 Relevance to Public Administration Themes 

 Creativity  

 Readability 

 

The MLA style is most appropriate to story-writing. I suggest not requiring students to learn an 

unfamiliar style for one assignment. Stories do not usually include citations and references. If a 

disclaimer, references or other similar content is required, I suggest having students put such 

information in an appendix. Although many stories have a three-part construction (introduction, 

plot, resolution), I do not recommend using formal headings, as if the story were an academic 

paper. The "Once upon a time" and "They lived happily ever after" format ,ay be too juvenile. 

But remember that this assignment is much more of a "right brain" activity than students usually 

encounter in our public affairs courses. This assignment creativity and imagination, which are 

skills less emphasized in our courses. It is the novelty of this assignment that may make it a 

valuable learning experience for our students.  

 

Your students may be unsure what you expect and may fear to take risks that you might interpret 

as being childish. In this assignment you are asking them to draw upon valuable competencies 

associated with the vision required of leaders. They may find this assignment threatening 

because it is not within their comfort zone. You can acknowledge that it is also a kind of 

assignment that is innovative and unfamiliar to you in your career as a professional educator. 

You can signal that it is an assignment that involves use of imagination and creativity. The 

conversation about the relevance of imagination and creative to the study and practice of public 

administration is also valuable. We tend to teach based on the authority of citation. This 

assignment is grounded in the value of imagination, creativity and one's own reflections. Assure 

your students of the value of this assignment, even if you may be stretching beyond your own 

teaching experiences and comfort zone. I think you will be pleasantly surprised by the positive 

effect of a story-writing assignment in engaging your students, regardless of their backgrounds 

and academic strengths. 



 

I do recommend the use of a rubric and the sharing of the rubric you intend to use when grading 

your students' stories. While a rubric is not likely to capture what is special about an outstanding 

story, it will help assure that your students understand the importance of character development, 

setting, plot and resolution. If you are familiar with "the hero's journey" approach to story-

writing, that may help you explain your expectations to your students. In other words, the 

protagonist has values and goals. He or she faces an challenge to achievement of a goal in the 

context of a public-sector organization. The plot involves other characters and the protagonist's 

"journey" to achieve a goal (or resolve a problem that may have ethical aspects). The plot 

concludes with some kind of a resolution, which may or may not be a "happy" ending. If a short 

story is well written, readers get pulled in by the characters and the plot and are left to discover 

for themselves the relevance of the story, as if it were a case study. 

 

 The usual learning objective in a case study activity is for the students to reflect upon and 

make sense of the case study in the context of course content. The learning objectives regarding 

an assignment to write a public service short story are to imagine and create realistic characters, 

settings, and situations that are relevant to the study and practice of public administration. This 

assignment shifts students from being consumers of case studies to becoming the creators of 

relevant fictional stories.  In my opinion, the creation of a good story can be a demonstration of 

an ability to understand and anticipate the behaviors of others, to lead and anticipate the 

consequences of decisions, to think critically, to articulate and apply a public service perspective, 

and to communicate and interact productively with a diverse and changing workforce and 

citizenry. To demonstrate is a higher-order learning outcome than to remember or list. The 

creation of a story is the application of one's competencies, albeit in a fictional setting. I believe 

that a public service story writing assignment fits very nicely with the all five of the NASPAA 

domains of competencies required for the continual improvement required for continued 

professional accreditation.  

 

In addition to a grading rubric, you and your colleagues may want to produce one or more other 

rubrics to be used to assess public service short stories written by your students to document 

continually monitor and improve learning at the program level. 


