
Introduction & Need for Innovation
• Evaluation is key to the learning process (Bloom, 1956) and instructors spend a 

great deal of time providing feedback to students in hopes of improved 
future work (Orsmond, Merry, & Reiling, 2005). 

• Writing assignments can be time consuming to grade given the 
assignment length and tedious nature of correcting mistakes and 
providing explanations.

• Specifications (specs) grading aims to reduce time and stress associated 
with evaluation.

Future Plans & Advice to Others
Useful, but not for all Assignments

This approach is not appropriate for all assignments. More student feedback is needed to evaluate.
Be Mindful of Additional Factors before Deciding to use Specs

Instructors must pay careful attention to student preferences, and the structure of assignments in general.
Manage Student Anxiety

An all or nothing grading scheme can heighten student anxiety. Instructors should be mindful of this threat and 
implement safety-nets to help students perform at high levels.

Importance of Timing
Consider students’ levels of knowledge and abilities to meet the specifications set. Using specs for 

assignments later in the semester are suggested.

Results to Date & Implications
Compared to a similar assignment using traditional grading, specs grading took significantly less time.
Less time was spent determining partial credit and writing detailed justifications.
No students asked questions about the assignment or rubric which may imply greater attention paid to 
assignment details.
All 49 students submitted the specs—graded assignment, but seven did not meet the specifications. Of 
those who did not meet the specs, four successfully resubmitted the assignment.
The majority of students (n = 30) received full points on both assignments, but 17 students scored 
better with specs grading than traditional grading.
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How it Works
Specs grading assesses whether student work meets certain specifications 

or requirements (Nilson, 2015).

Using a specs approach, work meeting or exceeding specifications 
earns full credit, while work not meeting specifications receives no 

credit.

1. One of the last projects in the semester was chosen for specs grading. 

*This timing was selected as it was assumed most of the students had 
learned proper writing based upon previous assignment feedback.

*The assignment selected for specs grading was worth relatively few points 
overall which the instructors hoped would lessen student anxiety.

2. A specs rubric was created to clearly outline characteristics of  
satisfactory and unsatisfactory assignments.

3. Students were informed (via the assignment description and two emails) 
of the different grading structure and encouraged to carefully review the 
rubric for grading criteria. Asking questions about the rubric or 
assignment was encouraged.

4. Students were instructed to watch a video about modern animal 
agriculture practices and then write a short journal entry.
*Journaling was selected as it enhances critical thinking, challenges 

perspectives, and provides a practical way to understand content (Heimstra, 

2001).
Specs grading allows for flexibility after student work has been graded. 

Students not earning full credit on their first attempt were individually 
emailed with directions on how to resubmit the assignment.
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Resources Needed
• A comprehensive communication 

plan is needed to inform students of 
the grading structure.

• Detailed rubrics serve as a 
checklist.

• Instructors should develop a safety-
net plan for those students not 
initially meeting the requirements.

Figure 1: Specs rubric for journaling assignment Figure 2: Traditional rubric for journaling assignment


