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Abstract

Specifications grading is an alternative assessment approach in which students have multiple
opportunities to submit work evaluated as either meeting or not meeting clearly defined criteria.
Advocates suggest it can enhance learning while promoting equity and transparency in teaching. It can
be implemented on the scale of a single assignment or an entire course and has been described as a way
to “restore rigor, motivate students, and save faculty time” (Nilson, 2015).

We explored this approach through the development of Getting Started with Alternative Grading in the
Psychology Classroom (2025, Society for the Teaching of Psychology), an e-book of instructor experiences
with specifications grading and other alternative assessments. Contributors reported improved
achievement of course outcomes, reduced ambiguity in assignment requirements, greater flexibility,
enhanced equity, and adaptability for classes of all sizes. Students often noted reduced grade anxiety
and a shift toward focusing on learning rather than points, though some found the unfamiliar structure
stressful. Many instructors found that specifications grading lessened the emotional and cognitive toll of
grading, though it did not always reduce grading time.

In this interactive workshop, we will introduce the foundations of specifications grading, its alignment
with backward course design, and lessons from the e-book and our own teaching experiences. We will
address common concerns—such as maintaining academic challenge, gaining student buy-in, managing
grading workload, and balancing flexibility with accountability. Participants will engage in redesigning a
single assignment or brainstorming how to anchor an entire course in specifications grading.
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