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Abstract: In her book Specifications Grading, Linda B. Nilson advocates for
a grading regimen she claims will save faculty time, increase student motiva-
tion, and improve the quality and rigor of student work. If she is right, there
is a strong case for many faculty to adopt some version of the system she
recommends. In this paper, we argue that she is mostly right and recommend
that faculty move away from traditional grading. We begin by rehearsing the
central features of specifications grading and providing two examples of how
to implement it in philosophy classes. In light of the examples, we argue that
specifications grading fulfills two of Nilson’s central desiderata (increasing
rigor and motivating students) but not the third (saving faculty time). Since
specifications grading generates two benefits that when combined increase
student learning, without adding or increasing burdens, we conclude that
student learning increases when courses are revised to include aspects of
specifications grading.

1. What Is Specifications Grading?

“Specifications grading” is the name Linda Nilson gives to a grading
system described in her book of the same title.! Specifications grad-
ing did not appear de novo. It “borrows elements of pass/fail grading,
competency-based education, and classic contract grading.”? But its
particular combination of elements is distinctive enough to merit its
own name. Nilson stipulates that in a pure specifications grading sys-
tem, pass/fail or binary evaluation occurs within and at the assignment
level. As opposed to the A through F system with twelve grading tiers
(A, A-...C+,C...D-, F), in pure specifications grading there are
only two grading tiers for any assignment, pass and fail. Unlike other
pass/fail grading systems where C, or even D-, performance is pass-
ing, to earn a passing mark in Nilson’s system a student’s work must
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achieve a level of quality typically associated with B, B+, or even
A- performance. Additionally, in pure specifications grading, students
are allowed to attempt some assignments more than once.

Nilson argues that specifications grading will save faculty time,
increase student motivation, and improve the quality and rigor of
student work. We argue that she is mostly right and recommend that
faculty move away from traditional grading. We begin by rehearsing
the central features of specifications grading and providing two ex-
amples of how to implement it in philosophy classes. In light of the
examples, we argue that specifications grading fulfills two of Nilson’s
central desiderata (increasing rigor and motivating students) but not the
third (saving faculty time). Since specifications grading generates two
benefits that when combined increase student learning, without adding
or increasing burdens, we endorse versions of specifications grading.
We conclude that student learning increases when courses are revised
to include aspects of specifications grading, but we do not believe that
pure specifications grading (Nilson’s preferred version) is necessarily
superior to synthetic versions.

I.1. Criterion and Assignment-Level Marking

At the individual criterion level, partial credit is not given in pure
specifications grading. In Nilson’s system, students are provided with
a list of “specifications,” which are descriptions of the characteristics
their work is to exhibit. A typical specification or evaluative criterion
for an argumentative philosophy paper is “has a clear thesis.” With
regard to this criterion, the grader determines whether the paper has or
does not have a clear thesis. At the individual criterion level, specifica-
tions grading is binary. Consider a cookie.? If a cookie recipe calls for
walnuts, then a cookie (no matter how otherwise delicious) that does
not contain walnuts fails to be the cookie that was called for. Even if
the cookie has scrumptious macadamia nuts, it fails when the specifi-
cation is for walnuts. Analogously, a paper without a clear thesis fails
no matter what its other merits. Additionally, even if coarsely chopped
walnuts make for a better cookie than very finely ground walnuts, if
the walnuts are there, the cookie meets the specifications. While some
clear theses are better than others, as long as a clear thesis is present,
the criterion is met.

At the assignment level, a passing mark is given only when a stu-
dent’s work exhibits all of the specifications. If there are six specifica-
tions for an assignment and a student’s work meets five of them, the
assignment is marked “fail.” By failing to meet one expectation, the
work as a whole does not exhibit the totality of what it should. While
meeting five criteria demonstrates more mastery than meeting three,
and improvement from meeting only two to meeting four standards is
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indicative of learning, if all of the specifications have not been met,
then the work does not meet the expectations.

1.2. Rubrics vs. Specifications

We have been asked, “What is the difference between a rubric and a
list of specifications?” The short answer is not much. Indeed, Nilson
notes that lists of specifications “might be thought of as one-level
rubrics.” Both rubrics and lists of specifications describe the features
that student work is to demonstrate; they are both collections of the
criteria by which student work will be evaluated. Nilson refers to an
individual evaluative criterion as a specification or “spec.” In all but the
simplest assignments, both rubrics and lists of specifications contain
more than one criterion or spec.

The difference between pure specifications grading and traditional
grading with a rubric is not the nature of the evaluative criteria, but
what a teacher does with them. Because partial credit is available,
in traditional grading teachers evaluate the degree to which student
work meets each individual expectation. A student may earn seven
of ten possible points for the “clear thesis” expectation and eleven of
the fifteen points available for “quality argumentation,” and so on. In
traditional grading, there are many possible marks for each criterion.
In contrast, in pure specifications grading, only two marks, pass and
fail, are possible at the criterion level. Partial credit is not given be-
cause “achievement is not a matter of degree; a student either achieves
an outcome or does not achieve it.”> This should not suggest that a
teacher will not receive a paper that has a “somewhat clear” thesis.
In such cases, the grader must make a judgment. Either the thesis is
sufficiently clear such that is marked “pass” or it is not.

Traditional and specifications grading also differ at the assignment
marking level. In pure specifications grading, only “if a student’s work
has all of [the qualities specified] is it acceptable/satisfactory.”® In
specifications grading, it is the combination of all of the specifications
being met that results in the assignment passing. To pass, a student’s
work must meet all of the specs. In traditional grading, assignment
grades are determined by tallying all of the (partial) points earned
relative to individual criteria. As such, it is possible for a student to
receive a passing grade when their work as a whole does not demon-
strate that they learned what they should have in traditional grading.

I.3. Rigor

Nilson argues that specifications grading restores rigor by setting the
standard for a passing mark quite high. To earn a passing mark, stu-
dents’ work must be of the quality typically associated with at least
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B-level performance. The evaluative criteria are such that if they are
all met, the student’s work is high quality.

As Nilson explains, “If students do not achieve the highest level,
they do not pass.”” She continues to argue that setting standards at
one’s current B-level or higher raises academic standards because
students must submit at least B-level or better work to get credit.
Grade inflation stops dead in its tracks. All the problems inherent in
the point systems—in particular, the time it takes faculty to decide on
and justify partial credit and students’ attempts to argue more points
out of faculty—disappear. In addition, the evidence from faculty who
have graded assessments pass/fail indicates that students perform at a
higher level. They are more motivated and specifically more motivated
to excel.®

In courses with traditional grading systems, some students may
“skate by,” and even earn a B for the term, without achieving func-
tional proficiency or even minimal competency with respect to any
learning outcome.’ In specifications grading courses, students are held
to higher standards.'

Of course, there are some assignments where the performance level
is justifiably set even higher than B level. To set a higher level of
performance a teacher may add additional evaluative criteria, modify
existing specs so that meeting them is more difficult, or both."" For
a first paper in an introductory-level philosophy course, one might
specify that a thesis be presented in the introductory paragraph. For
the second paper, one might require that the introductory paragraph
present a valid argument and that the thesis be presented as the con-
clusion of the valid argument (more specifications) or that the thesis
be very clear (more difficult specifications).

1.4. Retries

Students are allowed a limited number of retries in a pure specifica-
tions grading system. Retries allow students to learn from failure. In
philosophy classes, retries often take the form of students being allowed
to revise and resubmit a paper. That student work must meet all of
the specifications to pass and that the specifications are set such that
typical B work is required to meet them result in many students earn-
ing a failing mark on their first attempt. Some students will need to
retry an assignment more than once before they can achieve a passing
mark, before they learn what they should.

Because retries are employed, pure specifications grading shares
much with mastery-based grading, “a system that allows a student to
resubmit work as often as desired until the student is satisfied with
his or her grade, they cannot improve their understanding of the mate-
rial, or time runs out in the course.”'> However, Nilson’s promise that
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pure specifications grading will save faculty time is in tension with
the availability of (nearly) unlimited retries because (nearly) unlimited
retries means (nearly) unlimited grading. This is why Nilson recom-
mends a limited number of retries. It is helpful to characterize pure
specifications grading as a version of mastery grading that allows only
a limited number of retries.

14.A. Tokens
While there are other ways to facilitate retries, we find it helpful to
introduce students to the notion of a token. Tokens are not physical ob-
jects. Rather, they are a way of naming and tracking how many retries a
student has available. We keep track of tokens in a spreadsheet. Tokens
are under student control; students tell us whether and when they want
to use a token, that is, when they want to retry an assignment that has
not met all the “specs.” In the formative feedback on the assignment,
the teacher would remind the student of the missed specification. The
student then could inform the teacher that they would like to use a
token to retry the assignment. If the revised work now meets all of the
specifications, the instructor would mark the assignment as passing.

It is important to limit the number of tokens or retries students have
for several reasons. For example, when students can make changes and
resubmit every piece of work many times, they may not work hard on
initial attempts. Beyond disavowing an unlimited number of tokens,
we believe there is no one right answer regarding how many tokens
students should be allotted at the beginning of the semester. The ap-
propriate number depends on many factors, including the size of the
class, the number of assignments, and the amount of time it takes to
evaluate each assignment. In the absence of relevant details, we suggest
one token per high stakes assignment, plus or minus one.

The principle merit of employing tokens, as opposed to just having
a column in one’s gradebook for retries, is that an instructor can allow
them to be used for things others than retires. For example, a student
may use a token to submit work late. Or, in a course that has an at-
tendance requirement, an instructor might allow students to use a token
to “erase” an absence. This has an inclusivity advantage since it is the
students, not the teacher, who decides which reasons for absence are
acceptable. With tokens, multiple areas of flexibility in how students
navigate the semester can be managed under one heading.

L.5. Term-Level Grading: Points, Bundles, and Modules

All but the rarest of faculty are required to report term grades in a way
that at least approximates the twelve-tiered letter-grade system, and so
all of the pass/fail assignment-level work completed by students in a
pure specifications system needs to be converted into a letter grade for
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the term. In pure specifications grading there are three ways to make
the conversion: points, bundles, and modules.

In a points system, each assignment is accorded a point value. If a
student passes—meets all the specs of—an assignment, they receive all
the points for that assignment. A small assignment might be worth five
points. If the student passes, they get five points. Otherwise, they do
not earn any points. A paper might be worth fifty points. If a student
passes the paper, they receive fifty points. If they fail, they receive no
points. The term grade is derived from the number of points earned
out of the total points possible. A student who earns 475 of a possible
500 points, for example, would receive an A as their term grade. We
discuss the use of a points system in an upper-level course in more
detail below.

Alternatively, term letter grades may be assigned relative to bundles
or collections of expectations. One bundle might be homework and
another in-class writing. To pass the homework bundle, a student might
be asked to pass 90 percent of all assignments. At the assignment level,
work continues to be marked pass/fail. At the term grade level, if a
student passes 90 percent of assignments, they have passed that bundle.
A bundle might also include various assignments. To receive an A in a
course with bundles, one may be required to pass both papers, the final
exam, 90 percent of daily homework, and the attendance requirement.
In such a course, a bundle for the term grade of B might be to pass
both papers, the final exam, and 75 percent of the daily homework.
We discuss the use of a bundle system in a core curriculum course in
more detail below.

Bundles may also track content units. A unit bundle might include
passing five of the six small assignments and the unit exam. At the end
of the term, if the student passes a certain number of bundles, they will
receive a specific grade. In a course with, say, five bundles, a student
passing all five will receive an A for their term grade, a student com-
pleting four will receive a B for their term grade, and so on. In such
a course, a student who completes bundles one, three, and five would
earn a term grade of C, as would a student who completes bundles
one, two, and three. Bundles are particularly useful in courses that have
numerous sub-units that need not be completed in any particular order."?

Finally, term grades may be determined through modules, which
Nilson defines as bundles that are to be completed in a particular or-
der."* Modules are especially helpful when it is important for students
to master one skill or body of content before advancing to a second.
In a course with four modules, for example, students would be re-
quired to complete the first module before attempting the second, the
second before attempting the third, and so on. In such a course, term
grades correspond to where in the sequence the student finishes the
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semester. If a student completes only the first module by the end of
the term, they would earn a D in the course. Completing modules one
and two would result in a C; completing modules one, two, and three
would result in a B; and completing all four modules would result in
an A. A more detailed discussion of module-based term grading in a
critical thinking course is Cahill and Bloch-Schulman’s helpful article
“Argumentation Step-by-Step.”!s

1.6. Pure vs. Synthetic Specifications Grading

To extend Nilson’s work and clarify the choices faculty have, it is
important to understand the range of specifications grading systems
that are possible. Nilson stipulates that a pure, as opposed to synthetic,
specifications system has six distinguishing features:'¢

(1) Pass/fail assignment (and bundle or module) grading: Instructor
employs binary criterion evaluation and conjunctive assignment-
level evaluation. Either the work fulfills all of the expectations or
it does not.

(2) Clarity: Instructor provides very clear specifications, descriptions
of what constitutes an acceptable piece of work.

(3) Rigor: Student work passes only if it is of B-level quality or
better.

(4) Retries: Students are allowed at least one opportunity to revise
unacceptable work.

(5) Term Grades: Bundles and modules that earn higher term grades
require students to demonstrate mastery of more skills and content,
more advanced/complex skills and content, or both.

(6) Relation of Term Grade and Learning Objectives: Bundles and
modules used to determine term grades are tied directly to the
learning outcomes of the course.

This is not a list of necessary (and jointly sufficient) conditions
for a grading system to qualify as specifications grading. This list
defines pure specifications grading. There is also synthetic specifica-
tions grading.

Nilson develops her definition of specifications grading simplic-
iter (either pure or synthetic) by contrasting it to traditional grading.
Traditional grading is “reliant on partial credit and hair-splitting point
allocation.”'” In traditional grading, “instructors are expected to give
partial credit for almost anything correct a student submits, including
largely wrong or vague responses.”'® Traditional grading occurs, then,
when (i) partial credit is given at the criterion level and (ii) assignment
grades are determined by summing the (partial) points earned. When
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criterion-level assessment eschews partial credit or assignment grades
are not determined by summing criterion-level points, then one is not
engaged in traditional grading. The necessary and sufficient condition
for being an instance of synthetic specifications grading is that binary
criteria-level or non-tallying assignment-level grading occurs (at least
some of the time). To be clear, meeting conditions two, three, and four
but not one means that the system is traditional according to Nilson.
If the system exemplifies all six of the features Nilson describes, and
abides by 1-4 in all evaluations, then it is pure specifications grading."

Our finer grain distinction between criterion- and assignment-level
grading turns Nilson’s first criterion into two separate criteria. Accord-
ingly, a grading system is aptly called (at least synthetic) specifications
when at least one of two conditions is met:

(i) Binary Grading at the Criterion Level: Whether an expectation
has been met is an either/or proposition. No partial credit is given
for “somewhat” meeting a standard.

(i1) Conjunctive Grading at the Assignment Level: To pass an as-
signment a student’s work must meet all of the specs. Assignment
grading does not involve tallying points.

Of course, a grading system that meets only these two criteria is
unlikely to have the motivational influence on students that Nilson
promises. We, and Nilson, believe any grading system, whether speci-
fications or traditional, should also include:

(iii) High Standards: The quality of work required for a passing
mark on an assignment is high. What is commonly taken to be B-
level work or higher is required for a passing grade.

(iv) Clarity: Evaluative criteria, and the method of determining
assignment and term grades, are easily understood by students.?

(v) Retries: A limited number of retries are allowed. Students may
revise and resubmit some of their work. (Tokens may be involved
in keeping track of retries.)

However, since traditional systems may set high standards, be
clear, and allow retries, it is not traits iii, iv, and v that distinguish
specifications from traditional grading. Since we are comparing good
traditional systems to good specifications systems, we assume high
standards, clarity, and retries are in place in both cases. The issue
between specifications and traditional grading hinges on whether bi-
nary and conjunctive marking is superior to issuing partial credit and
summing points.

On Nilson’s taxonomy, then, there are two types of grading schemes:
traditional and specifications. Within specifications there are two ver-
sions: pure and synthetic. The difference between pure specifications
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grading and synthetic specifications grading are threefold. First, in
pure specifications there are additional criteria to be met if bundles
or modules are used to determine term grades. Second, the system is
synthetic if criteria i and ii are met, but at least one of criteria iii, iv,
or v are not. Third, the system is synthetic if not all student work is
evaluated in a binary and conjunctive fashion. There is, then, quite a
variety of synthetic specifications systems.

One might grade some but not all assignments, papers, exams,
projects, etc. pass/fail.?! Perhaps papers are graded pass/fail but partial
credit is possible on exams. One might grade all student work pass/fail
but set the bar for passing on some work (e.g., daily homework) below
B level. Or the evaluation of an assignment might be mixed. One might
grade all work pass/fail at the B level, but award grades in a traditional
fashion above the passing mark: a B+ or A- is issued for partially, and
an A for completely, meeting standards above those required to pass.*
One might employ binary grading at the criterion level (e.g., 5 points
for fully meeting a criterion, O for not fully meeting it) but arrive at
the assignment grade by tallying the points garnered at the criterion
level.”? One might assess some items in a test pass/fail and others with
partial credit. If an exam has ten short-answer questions, perhaps the
first five questions are awarded full or no credit, while partial credit
is available on the answers to the second five questions.?*

One, possibly synthetic, specifications grading system that is not
included in Nilson’s survey of synthetic systems incorporates three-tier
assignment marking. In William Rapaport’s system, while criteria-level
evaluation is binary, assignment-level evaluation is trinary.”> Rather than
the two possible results (pass or fail) in Nilson’s system, in Rapaport’s
there are three: “clearly adequate,” “clearly inadequate,” and “neither
clearly adequate nor inadequate.” Importantly, no partial credit is given,
nor is the assignment grade determined by tallying points. If a piece
of work meets all the specifications, it is clearly adequate. If it meets
none of them, it is clearly inadequate. If it meets some of them, it is
neither clearly adequate nor inadequate.

A different three-tier system might issue the assignment marks of
“incomplete,” “pass,” and “high pass.” In such a system, an instruc-
tor constructs two sets of specifications, one for pass and one for
high pass. At the passing level, the specification regarding the thesis
statement of an argumentative paper might be “thesis presented in the
introductory paragraph.” At the high passing level, the specifications
might be “thesis presented as the conclusion of a valid argument in
the introductory paragraph” and “thesis is very clear.” With a full list
of specifications for “pass” and “high pass” delineated, the teacher
uses binary evaluation at the criterion level and trinary evaluation at
the assignment level. Work that meets all of the specifications for high
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pass is marked high pass; work that does not meet all of the specifica-
tions for high pass but does meet all of the specifications for pass is
marked pass; and work that does not meet all of the specifications for
pass is marked incomplete.

We are unsure whether Nilson would categorize three-tiered systems
as pure or synthetic. The examples she provides of synthetic systems
all involve issuing partial credit at the criterion level or arriving at an
assignment grade by tallying points. The trinary systems do neither.
Binary marking occurs at the criterion level (i.e., no partial credit is
given); assignment grades are not determined by summing points; and
the bar for “pass” is set high (at B level). However, Nilson also says
that all assignments are graded pass/fail in a pure specifications system.
Does this mean that to be pure specifications a grading system may
not issue more than two marks—pass and fail—for assignments? In
the second trinary system all assignments are indeed graded pass/fail
(although the term “incomplete” is used in place of the term “fail”).
The difference is that there are two ways to pass and thus three pos-
sible marks.

Noticing the range of synthetic systems brings valuable questions
into focus. “Should I replace my traditional grading system with a pure
specifications system?” is the wrong question to ask. Rather, there are
many questions to address. Is there a good reason not to evaluate all
student work in a binary (or trinary) and conjunctive manner? If not all,
which assignments (tests, papers, etc.) should I definitely approach as
a specifications grader? In which assignments, if any, should a mixed
(some specs and some traditional) evaluation be used? Is it okay to
set the pass/fail bar for daily homework low? Should I determine term
grades via points, bundles, or modules? Should I use tokens, and if
so how many should be issued? Taken together: which aspects of
specifications grading should I employ to help motivate students to
improve their learning?

I1. Specifications Grading in Philosophy Courses

There has been a very positive response to specifications grading in
the scholarship of teaching and learning literature in general, but the
work tends to focus on math, science, and social science classrooms.?®
To our knowledge, this is the first article-length treatment of specifi-
cations grading in philosophy. William Behun authored a short piece
that appeared in the 2017 issue of the APA Newsletter on Philosophy
in Two-Year Colleges. Behun asserts that in two-year colleges, “it is
perhaps more important for students . . . to achieve a more general
familiarity with basic principles of philosophical enquiry and clear
argumentation” than to “demonstrate a high degree of philosophical
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rigor.”?” Additionally, Behun reports that the term-grade distribution
in his classes remained the same after he switched to specifications
grading, which was not the case in our classes.” In 2019, Rebecca
Scott discussed her use of specifications grading in an APA blog post.”
In 2020, Jennifer McCrickerd positively reviewed Nilson’s book in
Teaching Philosophy.*

In this section, we extend Nilson’s work by applying it to philosophy
courses. First, we argue that the benefits of specifications grading are
amplified when how-to instruction is provided in philosophy courses.
Of course, there is nothing about specifications grading that prohibits
placing importance on how-to instruction, and so we conceive of this
as a friendly amendment, not a criticism. Second, we detail two quite
different examples of specifications grading in philosophy courses. The
first is an instance of pure specifications grading that uses a points
system to determine term grades in an upper-level course. The second
is an instance of a synthetic specifications grading system that uses
bundles to determine term grades in a core curriculum course. These
two examples demonstrate different answers to the questions faculty
should ask themselves regarding their grading system.

II.1. How-To Instruction

We believe student learning is enhanced when students are given
“how-to” instruction. How-to instructions, descriptions of what stu-
dents should do to create an academic artifact, are not the same as
grading criteria, which are descriptions of characteristics that student
work should exhibit. Nor is providing how-to instruction the same as
providing models. Examples of cookies and the list of specifications
that are to be exemplified in a good cookie are not the same thing as
instructions for how to make cookies. “Fold the walnuts into the batter”
is a how-to instruction, while “cookie has walnuts in it” is a criterion
of evaluation or a specification.

How-to instruction provides a roadmap for students. It is difficult
for experts to remember the extent to which novices need how-to in-
struction. As experts, professors are no longer conscious of all of the
distinct steps involved, for instance, in writing a philosophical essay.
To develop good how-to instruction, we need to slow down and note
all of the things we do to write a good paper. Then we need to de-
scribe these activities and the order in which it is best for a beginner
to proceed in plain language.?!

Where specifications need to be sufficiently detailed for students to
know what constitutes a quality artifact (e.g., a paper), how-to instruc-
tions need to be sufficiently detailed so that students know what to do
to create an artifact that meets the standards. But how-to instruction
should not be so detailed as to discourage creativity and individuality.
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Additionally, when instructions become too detailed, novices have a
difficult time understanding them. This tension between enough and
too much detail must be managed by each teacher on each assignment.
When done right, how-to instruction ensures that students understand
how to create artifacts that demonstrate that they have met the grading
criteria. When both clear evaluative criteria and how-to instructions
are provided to students, it is very unlikely that an instructor will ever
again hear a student say, “I didn’t know what you wanted” or “I didn’t
know how to do it.” In both of the courses outlined below, we guide
students with how-to instructions. For more on how-to instruction,
see “Philosophers Folding Origami” by Jennifer Wilson Mulnix and
Alida Liberman.?

I1.2. Example 1: An Upper-Level Philosophy Course

In an upper-level Critical Theories course, one of us uses a two-tier,
points-based specifications system. One of the advantages of deter-
mining the term grade with points is that students can choose which
assignments they wish to complete to achieve a specific grade.*® The
point categories include a final paper (25 points), presentation (15
points), four self-assessments (each worth 3.75 points for a possible
total of 15 points), four unit assignments (each worth 3.75 points for
a possible total of 15 points), and twenty-four reading question posts
(1.25 points each for a possible total of 30 points). The key learning
objective of the course is that students learn to defend an original
thesis in an argumentative essay that engages with course material.
Students are invited to engage with the authors they read throughout
the semester. The reading questions require students to ask questions
about the text and reply to other students’ posts. Each unit assignment
is content-based, such that the student demonstrates that they are pro-
ficient with the course materials. The presentation covers a secondary
article, which students will use in their paper, thus requiring students
to examine the literature in the field. In addition, the self-assessments
provide regular opportunities for meta-cognitive reflection. The self-
assessments follow each content unit and require that students answer
simple content questions as well as reflect on what they learned, found
confusing, and wish to think more about.

For the essay, students are given a set of prompts from which to
write, and they are allowed to create their own topic so long as it is
appropriately related to the course material. The specifications for the
argumentative essay are the following. To receive credit, the paper must

* engage with at least one text from the syllabus;
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e engage with at least two secondary texts (from authors who
are not on the syllabus, but instead who are writing about
figures on the syllabus);

e demonstrate relevant and cogent argumentation in defense
of position;

e show some originality and insight;

e explain the philosopher’s argument in a generally accurate
and fair manner;

* be organized in a cogent manner; and
e display proper citation.

The specifications were created using Nilson’s advice to first de-
termine what B-level work (or higher) is. If you already have a solid
rubric for an assignment, try collapsing the descriptions for the top
two levels of work into one. Or you might consider just tweaking the
top-level description. Another good idea is to recall the student er-
rors that have resulted in point deductions in your traditional grading
courses or assignments and transform those errors into specifications
that you can explicitly counsel your students to avoid.*

A typical A-level paper would explain the author’s argument in a
fair manner, demonstrate originality and insight, and adduce strong
argumentation in defense of the author’s position. But a B-level paper
may make some mistakes regarding arguments in a philosopher’s text
and still demonstrate general understanding. So long as students have
met the specifications, they have passed the paper.

In this class designed for upper-level students, the instructor did not
find that only offering two tiers was demotivating for strong students.
Because the assignment was at the end of the semester and worth 25
percent of the final grade, it would be difficult to excel without writ-
ing the final paper. Strong students appeared to be motivated by their
interest in the material and success with earlier assignments, such that
they performed well on the final paper. Students in danger of failing
the final paper were notified at the draft stage, such that they had the
opportunity to revise. In addition, because of the high-stakes nature
of the assignments, particularly the presentation and the paper, each
student was given five tokens, which they were able to use to resubmit
an assignment or receive an extension on an assignment.

In a previous iteration, before the instructor employed specifica-
tions grading, the course requirements were two papers (the first worth
20 percent of the overall grade and the second worth 25 percent), a
presentation on a secondary text (20 percent of final grade), and a
self-assessment at the end of the semester (15 percent). A weakness of
this system was that the first paper did not prepare students to write
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the second paper. Students focused on a paper early in the semester
before demonstrating mastery of course material. There were no ad-
equate checks on student progress to ensure that students were prepared
to write an upper-level philosophy paper. In addition, students were
unclear as to which characteristics an upper-level philosophy paper
should have.

In the specifications grading iteration of the course, students re-
ceived exemplars and how-to instructions to help them with the paper,
beginning with collaborative work on a thesis. They then shared with
each other bibliographies and outlines, before submitting a draft. Be-
cause the paper was graded on a pass/fail basis at the end of the term,
students had ample opportunity to receive formative feedback on early
steps of the paper.

I1.3. Example 2: A Core Curriculum Course

In a core curriculum course, one of us uses a four-tiered assignment
grading system where the evaluations possible for papers are high pass,
pass, incomplete, and fail. (See Table 1.) The term grade is determined
by bundles. (See Table 2.) At the assignment level, a passing mark is
the same as what would have earned a B in the pre-specifications grad-
ing version of the course. The level of performance required to earn
“high pass” is what would have earned an A in the pre-specifications
version of the course. To earn “high pass,” a student paper must meet
more and more difficult specifications than are required to earn “pass.”
A mark of “incomplete” means the student did not meet all of the ex-
pectations required to earn a passing mark, but they did meet at least
the most basic requirements of the assignment (traditional D- through
B-level performance). Indeed, it is not disingenuous, although perhaps
not sufficiently exacting, to describe this as a three-tier system, since
the marks available for students who make an on-time, good faith at-
tempt are high pass, pass, and incomplete. Students receive a mark of
“fail” only when they do not turn in a paper, turn the paper in late,
violate the length requirement, or submit work that is not remotely
close to successful.

Student behavior under this system suggests that it induces sig-
nificant motivational benefits. Students who enter the class with well-
developed writing skills might “phone in” their papers if all they need
to do is produce B-level work. The addition of the “high pass” mark
ensures that all but the most extraordinarily prepared students have a
challenging goal. The difference between “fail” and “incomplete” is
that students receiving a failing mark do not get formative feedback on
their initial attempt, if such an attempt had been made. Nevertheless,
students receiving a “fail” still may use a token to submit a paper late
and receive formative feedback on it or resubmit a paper that initially
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Table 1: Specifications for Paper 1

Grade is earned when the paper has all of the qualities described.
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violated the length requirement or was otherwise grossly inadequate
and receive feedback on it. The possibility of a “fail” as opposed to
“incomplete” is to motivate students to make a good faith initial effort.

Since instituting this system, nearly every student who earns an
“incomplete” on their first paper has chosen to rewrite. (Approximately
3 percent, or one student per term, has elected to drop the class.
Everyone else retries.) All who retry eventually pass the first paper,
although some need to retry more than once. Additionally, most of the
students who “pass” on their first attempt also rewrite in pursuit of
a “high pass.” As a result, under this system, the number of students
receiving a term grade of D or F is near, and typically is, zero, and
the number of students earning a term grade of C is very low. In short,
the students who used to earn Fs or Ds are now earning Cs or Bs. The
students formerly earning Cs are earning Bs or As.

Three additional features of the system in this course likely con-
tribute to student motivation and ultimately learning. First, students
are required to have the introductory paragraph of their first paper
approved by the instructor before they continue writing. Approxi-
mately 25 percent of students receive approval on their first attempt.
Approximately 50 percent receive approval on their second or third
attempt. The remaining 25 percent may need up to eight attempts. This
process provides students who need formative feedback opportunities
to receive it as they are working so they can avoid common mistakes
and not waste time writing an ill-fated paper. Since the introductory
paragraph serves as an outline of the paper, instructors can see where
students are headed and make corrections without having to read an
entire paper. This process moves the provision of formative feedback
to the front end of the writing process when students need it most.

Second, the way the term grade is determined strongly incentivizes
students to retry the first paper if they receive a mark of “incomplete”
on their first attempt. If a student does not pass the first paper, they can
earn no higher than a D for the term. As Nilson states, “No longer can
[students] submit half-hearted attempts and hope to get a ‘good enough’
grade to maintain the end of the semester grade that they want.”%

Third, students may retry the first paper without using a token. In
this course, tokens may be used to retry a paper, have three missed daily
assignments counted as complete, or erase an absence. There are two
papers assigned during the semester, and students begin the term with
two tokens. There are two advantages to building a “free” retry into
the first paper assignment. First, students who will need three retries
to succeed have three retries available. Second, students who may be
leery of using a token (perhaps because they anticipate needing to use
a token to erase an absence) to attempt to move from “pass” to “high
pass’” have no reason not to make the attempt. Additionally, along
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Table 2: Term Grade Bundles

A * Successfully complete 90% of daily assignments

* No more than 3 absences (NB: This is a Tuesday/Thursday class)
* High Pass on Paper 1

* High Pass on Paper 2

* 90 points or better on comprehensive final exam

B * Successfully complete 80% of daily assignments
* No more than 6 absences
e Pass or higher on Paper 1
* Pass or higher on Paper 2
* 80 points or better on comprehensive final exam

C * Successfully complete 60% of daily assignments
* Pass or higher on Paper 1

* “Incomplete” or higher on Paper 2

* 70 points or better on comprehensive final exam

D e Pass or higher on Paper 1 or Paper 2
* 60 points or better on comprehensive final exam

F * Fail to meet the specifications for a D or higher

You must pass (60 points or higher) the comprehensive final exam to
pass the course

You must earn a Pass or higher on at least one paper to pass the course

“p If you earn 15 points higher on the final exam than the minimum
needed to earn the term grade you are otherwise qualified to earn, you
will earn a plus on your term letter grade.

Example: If you have earned a “pass” on both papers, have completed
80% or more of daily work, and have 6 absences or fewer going into
the final, you are qualified to earn a B for the semester. If you earn 95
points or more on the final exam, your semester grade will be a B+.

Tokens Each student begins the course with two tokens. With them you may
“buy” the opportunity to retry a paper, have three incomplete homework
assignments counted as complete, or erase an absence. No extra tokens
may be earned.

with the revision, students must submit a “wrapper” or metacognitive
reflection to earn the privilege of having their rewrite reviewed. The
wrapper in this case is a short description of how the student used
the formative feedback they received to improve their second attempt.

This course is currently an instance of synthetic specifications grad-
ing. In one sense, it might be synthetic in Nilson’s estimation because
it has more than two grading tiers for the papers. But it definitely is
synthetic in another way because the final exam is graded tradition-
ally. Partial credit can be earned on each of the short-answer ques-
tions and the points for each answer are tallied to arrive at the final
exam grade. The rationale for this concession to traditional grading
is twofold. First, because the central learning objectives of the course
are to help students develop perspective taking and critical thinking
skills through paper writing, nowhere during the semester are students
provided with how-to instruction or multiple opportunities to build
their short-answer question answering skills while being provided with
formative feedback. Insisting on a high bar without showing students
how to do what you expect them to do is problematic. Second, given
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that the final exam is high stakes and there are no retires because the
semester is over, setting a passing bar at B-level and assessing the final
in a binary, conjunctive manner would result in many students failing.
However, while working on this paper the one of us using this final
has realized that this rationale is not sufficient to justify the continued
use of a traditionally graded, content-regurgitation final exam. In part,
the disconnection between the course learning objectives and this as-
sessment now seems unjustifiable. Next semester will be different!
In this system, paper evaluation is binary at the criterion level;
the criteria are clear; at the assignment level, there are three possible
marks for good faith efforts; the bar set for passing is high; and retries
are available. This paper grading system appears to have an advan-
tage over those that have only two possible marks at the assignment
level, at least in a core curriculum class. Half-hearted initial attempts
are discouraged, and already accomplished students have a challeng-
ing, even higher bar towards which to reach. The bundled term grade
system further incentivizes students who want an A to produce “high
pass” papers, and the term grade requirement that students pass the
first paper to earn higher than a D for the semester ensures that the
first paper of every student who wishes to pass is of B-level quality.

I.4. Different Approaches

Our courses differ in many ways. For example, the students in the
upper-level course begin the semester with fairly high interest, motiva-
tion, skill level, and content knowledge. This difference goes a long
way toward explaining why a separate bar for “high pass” is unneces-
sary in the upper-level course and why attendance is factored into the
term grade only in the core curriculum course.

One might argue that there should not be an attendance require-
ment even in the core curriculum course. Daryl Close, for example,
argues that student behavior or comportment (e.g., attendance) should
not influence grades, except perhaps in courses that explicitly have
professionalism as a learning objective.’® Regarding tardiness, he notes,
“the time of day that a student enters the classroom has no intrinsic
connection with her understanding of the course material.”*’ Contra-
Close, John Immewahr and Jennifer McCrickerd have argued that
motivational grades are appropriate.®® Motivational grades are those
that induce student effort by providing (or withholding) course credit
to students when they do certain things that promote student learn-
ing, such as coming to class. Perhaps the right conclusion to draw is
that, barring a powerful justification for an exception, Close is correct
that term grades should reflect only the extent to which a student has
demonstrated learning. However, in some (usually core curriculum)
courses, the need to incentivize student presence is just such a power-
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ful justification. We disagree on this point, and the ways in which our
term grades are determined reflect this disagreement.

I11. Evaluating Specifications Grading

Nilson argues that specifications grading is superior to traditional grad-
ing in its ability to increase student motivation, improve the quality
and rigor of student work, and save faculty time.** Additionally, Nilson
appears to believe that specifications grading is clearer than traditional
grading. We add fairness to this list of considerations. If one system
is fairer than another, then it is to that degree superior. We argue for
two conclusions in this section. First, some versions of specifications
grading can satisfy all five of these desiderata (motivation, rigor, time,
clarity, and fairness), but neither of us has experienced a time savings.
Second, to achieve significant gains in student motivation, one need not
institute pure specifications grading; one of the many synthetic versions
of specifications grading can garner enough improvement in student
learning that a good deal of traditional grading should be replaced.

III.1. Clarity

Nilson stops short of explicitly asserting that evaluative criteria and
term grading systems in specifications grading are clearer than those
in traditional grading, noting that traditional grading “does not obscure
faculty standards and expectations, but it does not induce instructors to
write particularly detailed directions either.”* She does say that in tra-
ditional grading “the descriptions are usually quite brief—short enough
to fit in a tabular cell—and minor homework assignments may or may
not have instructions and a rubric.”*' It is likely true that switching to
specifications grading involves reflection such that many instructors
improve the clarity of their evaluative criteria. But we think it is the
reflection, not the switch, that generates the improvement in clarity.
With constructive reflection an instructor could improve the clarity of
their evaluative criteria without transitioning from traditional to binary
and conjunctive grading. Additionally, as we noted above, the way in
which evaluative criteria are written is not what differentiates speci-
fications grading from traditional grading. The difference is in how
assignments are graded, in whether partial credit at the criterion level
and point tallying at the assignment level occurs. We also stipulated
that we are considering good versions of each type of system; we are
assuming that the evaluative criteria are clear regardless of which
system is being discussed. It is not the case that performance criteria
are necessarily clearer simply because an instructor evaluates whether
they are met in a binary fashion.
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Nevertheless, evaluations made in two-tier systems are likely to ap-
pear starker than those made in a traditional twelve-tier system. Because
students know exactly what they must do to pass, which criteria their
assignment must exhibit, they are encouraged to pay closer attention
to the specifications than they may to a specific level on a rubric. But
starkness by itself does not eliminate borderline cases. Some exegeti-
cal student work will be quite accurate but perhaps not sufficiently so,
such that one evaluator might judge that it meets an accuracy criterion
while another judges that it does not. The advantage of binary criterion-
level evaluation and limited-tier assignment grading is not that there
are no borderline cases. Rather, the advantage is that usually there are
fewer borderline cases. This reduction in borderline cases is likely to
decrease the number of instances where a student might think that
the evaluation they deserve is one point or tier better. Consequently,
students are less likely to contest evaluations, which is tantamount to
saying that students will experience specifications grading as being
clearer in one sense. Insofar as these differences are issues of clarity,
specifications grading is clearer than traditional grading.

In addition, at the term level, specifications grading may be clearer
than traditional grading because it allows students to know what assign-
ments they need to do throughout the term to pass. At the term-grade
level, bundles have a simplicity that may make the path to a desired
grade clearer to some students. While traditional grading systems may
clearly demarcate how a student may achieve an A, B, C, and so forth,
students typically have to do some calculations that are absent in the
specifications system. The information may be present, and even clear,
in traditionally graded classes, but some students may not as easily
draw the inference from this information to the performance they need
on a particular assignment to achieve the grade they want. A student
who knows that they must pass papers one and two to earn a B for the
term and that to pass the paper they must meet all of the evaluative
criteria should know precisely what they need to do with regard to
paper one to keep alive the possibility of a B (or higher) for the term.
In a course where partial credit is available on every assignment and
points are tallied to arrive at a term grade, it is possible to earn less
than a B on the first paper and still earn a B for the term. In such a
course, there are many paths to a B for the term, and students must
make calculations of points or percentages to determine what they
need to earn on particular assignments to achieve the term grade they
desire. Insofar as an absence of the need to perform calculations makes
something clearer, students should experience courses that use bundles
as clearer than those which tally points. However, since point tallying
is one of the ways one may determine a term grade in a specifications
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system, specifications grading is not necessarily clearer than traditional
grading on this count.

We conclude that (i) at the term level, specifications grading might
be but is not necessarily clearer than traditional grading; (ii) at the
assignment level, specifications grading produces starker results (and
thus fewer grade contestations) than traditional grading, and if starkness
is part of clarity then specifications grading is clearer than traditional
grading; and (iii) with regard to the descriptions of evaluative crite-
ria there is no reason to think specifications grading is clearer than
traditional grading. However, the fact that it is difficult to decisively
claim that specifications grading is significantly clearer than traditional
grading should not cause one to lose sight of the fact that many ver-
sions of specifications grading are exceedingly and valuably clear once
students become familiar with how they work.

I11.2. Fairness

There is nothing inherent to specifications grading that makes it fairer
than traditional grading. However, some specifications systems are
likely to be fairer than most traditional systems. Among the many
factors that influence whether course grades are determined in a
fair manner are the connection between term grades and assignment
grades, the degree to which the ability to attempt an assignment is
equal among all students, the clarity of the evaluative criteria, and how
consistent the grader’s marks are. With regard to the first three, we
see no reason to think that any grading system is inherently superior
to another. But perhaps there is a difference on the fourth measure.
Consider arbitrariness.*

At the criterion and assignment levels, pure specifications grad-
ing appears to have an advantage over traditional grading because
the two-tier nature of pure specifications grading is likely to generate
fewer borderline cases than a twelve-tier system, and thus there are
fewer opportunities for arbitrary human judgments to enter the evalu-
ation process. The degree to which there are fewer opportunities for
human weaknesses (e.g., implicit biases, the tendency to give lower
grades when tired or hungry) to enter the grading process, the fairer
the system. However, there could be fewer moments of discernment
in a traditional system. An assignment might be evaluated relative
to one criterion for which partial credit (0-5 points) may be earned.
Alternatively, an assignment targeting the same learning objective
could deploy six evaluative criteria and assess each of them in a pass/
fail manner. There are fewer human judgments to make in the partial
credit system. So, while there is a tendency for specifications systems
to have less arbitrariness than traditional systems, we cannot conclude
that specifications grading simpliciter is necessarily less arbitrary, and
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thereby fairer, than traditional grading. Nevertheless, that we cannot
definitively conclude that all versions of specifications are superior to
all versions of traditional grading with regard to fairness, we should
not lose sight of the fact that specifications grading typically has low
levels of arbitrariness.

II1.3. Motivation and Rigor

Susan A. Ambrose et al. explain that motivation depends on three main
factors: the value factor, the value students attach to a goal; the ex-
pectancy factor, the degree to which students believe they are capable
of achieving a goal; and the environmental factor, how supportive the
environment is for students as they pursue a goal.*® Under the value
factor, Ambrose et al. note that people work harder when

i.  they want to achieve a goal (intrinsic value);

ii.  they find pursuing the goal enjoyable (intrinsic value);
and

iii. the achievement of the goal helps the person achieve
their further goals (instrumental value).

With regard to the expectancy factor, people tend to put in consider-
able effort when they

iv. understand what their goal is,
v. believe they are capable of achieving it, and
vi. know how to achieve it.*

Finally, motivation increases when people pursue goals in an environ-
ment that includes

vii. helpful, approachable mentors, supervisors, or teachers,
viii. few distractions, and
ix. sufficient time and materials to pursue it.

The interaction among these factors is complex, and sometimes one
factor is in tension with another. Nevertheless, in general, motivation,
and thus time spent on the task, increases as each of these nine subfac-
tors is more fully realized.

Some of these factors are not usually amenable to much teacher
influence, especially environmental factors viii and ix. And, while a
teacher can influence value goals (e.g., by selecting topics that tend to
be of interest to the students that tend to take the course and designing
learning activities that the students tend to enjoy) and environmental
factor vii, the grading system does not appear to be the origin of the
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influence. It is in the expectancy factors where a grading system can
have a significant impact on student motivation.

Clear evaluative criteria are crucial for students to understand what
their goal is. The availability of retries is closely tied to a student’s
belief that they can meet a high standard. How-to instruction has ev-
erything to do with whether a student knows how to achieve a learning
objective. However, as we argued above, since a course using a tra-
ditional grading system might have clear grading criteria, retries, and
how-to instruction, none of this yet shows that specifications grading
is superior to traditional grading with regard to student motivation.

With regard to expectancy factors, rigor and motivation are con-
nected. When a person knows what a 100-meter dash is, what Olympic
sprinters can do, and what one’s own running abilities are, they are
unlikely to believe they can reach the goal of running a sprint faster
than an Olympic sprinter. No amount of how-to instruction and practice
will cause anyone (except perhaps for an already elite runner) to be-
lieve they could win such a race, and no amount of how-to instruction
will increase their motivation to try. On the other hand, if the goal is
to run faster than a typical two-year old, any person who knows they
can run much faster than a two-year old will not be motivated to im-
prove their running performance by how-to instruction and practice.
However, when a person is given a goal that they want to achieve and
the goal is (known by that person to be) achievable with a little help
and practice, that person will likely be motivated to train. For expec-
tancy factors to enhance motivation, it is crucial that students have
achievable but difficult goals, be made aware of the fact that they can
achieve them (through how-to instruction), and be allowed to practice
achieving them (through retries) with regular formative feedback until
they do achieve them. It is the binary (or trinary) evaluation and high,
conjunctive bar for passing, along with the fact that one earns no
credit if they do not get over it (even if they are close), that are doing
much of the motivational work in specifications grading. Even if we
assume that the individual evaluative criteria are equally clear, insofar
as students experience the high binary (or trinary) bar as starker than
the high bar needed for a B when it is embedded within a multi-layer
rubric, specifications grading should improve student motivation.*> Most
importantly, by removing the possibility of C- and D-level assignment
performance, by insisting that students achieve B-level performance or
fail, the high bar in specifications grading does motivate many students
to work harder than they might otherwise.

II1.4. Faculty Time

Finally, Nilson asserts that faculty will save time by using a specifica-
tions grading system.*¢ First, she argues, assignment grading will take
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less time because there are fewer judgments to be made when crite-
rion- and assignment-level marking are binary. Marking can often be
as simple as indicating which specification was not met. But we have
argued that some traditional marking may involve fewer judgments.
Second, the time spent tallying points at the assignment level is elimi-
nated. Third, if any piece of an assignment “is missing or falls short of
requirements, [teachers] can stop reading. The [work] is not acceptable
and may be returned to the student for revision and resubmission.”*’
But we have argued that providing good formative feedback requires
pointing out where improvement is needed, and some areas would be
noticed only by reading past the first mistake. So, reading entire as-
signments remains necessary to provide top-notch formative assessment.
Finally, Nilson asserts, in courses where term grades are determined
by bundles or modules, some students not wishing to pursue an A for
the term will see clearly which assignments they simply need not turn
in, reducing the overall grading load. We argue below that this fourth
reason does not convince us that Nilson is correct. Finally, switch-
ing to specifications grading takes additional time. While this initial
startup cost is not dispositive of total time savings, it does need to be
factored into the analysis.

We have not experienced Nilson’s promised time savings. If many
students take advantage of the availability of retries, the total amount
of work to be graded increases unless other adjustments are made.
Because of this, one of us switched from assigning four papers with
no retries available to assigning two papers with three retries available.
The initially lower performing students now tend to make five total
attempts by using all of their retries. The strongest students, however,
submit only two papers, passing or high passing both on the first try.
However, the introduction of the high pass tier resulted in many stu-
dents who passed their first attempt to retry in an attempt to improve
from pass to high pass. Almost every student retries the first paper
at least once. In the end, the total number of papers to be graded did
decrease just slightly. However, the fact that students were actually
using the feedback they received on their papers as they worked on
revisions was so exciting that more time was spent providing feedback
for each paper. In the end, the amount of time spent grading papers
stayed roughly the same.

We are not disappointed that we have not experienced time savings
by adopting new grading systems. Faculty certainly need to protect
their time and balance their efforts in multiple areas to have successful
careers and meaningful lives. But the notion that one should switch
grading systems because it will reduce their total amount of work is not
particularly compelling to us. Rather, the impact one’s grading time has
on student learning is what matters more. Because students carefully
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use teachers’ feedback in the retry process, the feedback is valuable
to them. Giving students formative feedback that they use is rewarding
work. Even if specifications grading does not reduce “clock time,” the
time spent grading feels less tedious and onerous. Even if replacing
tedious effort with valuable effort is not a quantitative savings, the
qualitative difference is a significant merit of specifications grading.

1V. Conclusion

While we have not saved much time by using specifications grading,
we have not lost any either, and the time we do spend grading is more
meaningful to students and enjoyable to us than it used to be. The
clarity of binary and conjunctive assignment grading where the bar for
passing is high appears to motivate our students since their grades have
been much better since we have moved away from traditional grading.
We have a high level of confidence in our claim that the move away
from traditional grading is the cause of improved student learning
because all of the other potential causes of the increase that we can
think of remained unaltered as we changed our grading systems. We
teach at the same institution; the backgrounds of the students in our
classes are essentially unchanged; the class size has not changed; the
course material has not changed; the standard for B-level performance
has not changed; and so on. We welcome further research using social
science methodologies to confirm or disconfirm this reasonable hy-
pothesis. Our aim here has been to clarify what exactly specifications
grading is and argue that most faculty will better serve their students
by adopting at least some of the practices of pure specifications grad-
ing. Students learn more in our courses when we employ binary and
conjunctive assignment grading.
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34. Tbid., 60-61.
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