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Preface 
 
The intended audiences for this book are all members of higher education who teach, whatever 

the discipline and regardless of rank, as well as those who oversee, train, and advise those who 

teach. The book offers a new paradigm that I call specifications grading, specs grading for short. 

It gives faculty strategies for developing and grading assignments that reduce grading time and 

stress, shift responsibility to students to earn grades rather than “receiving” them, reduce 

antagonism between the evaluator and the evaluated, and increase student receptivity to 

meaningful feedback, thus facilitating the learning process. It also helps instructors enhance their 

students’ motivation to do well, increase their receptiveness to feedback, lower their stress and 

confusion over academic expectations, strengthen their work ethic, and ensure greater rigor in 

the educational enterprise. It may even restore some credibility to grades by demonstrating how 

they can reflect the learning outcomes students achieve. And it is completely within the 

discretion of the faculty. 

 Big promises? No denying it. Each promise points to a challenge that typical faculty face. 

Big promises aim to handle big challenges, and the academy needs some big solutions. Little 

changes to today’s systems will not fix what is ailing higher education. No, big challenges need 
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big changes, new systems. This book proposes a new grading system that has solved the 

problems behind the promises above for a number of faculty. So this new system is worth broad 

consideration.  

 I could elaborate on any of the challenges that specs grading mitigates, but I think that 

rigor deserves the spotlight for now. I believe it could raise the perceived value and legitimacy of 

higher education, which has been losing ground and costing the academy dearly (see next 

paragraph). In Academically Adrift Arum and Roksa (2011) laid out the academy’s failure to 

educate in disturbing figures, among them: Over four years, 36% of students showed no 

significant progress in learning, according to their Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA) 

scores, and the progress that others showed was modest at best (less than half a standard 

deviation). Specs grading could also improve the slipping status of the United States in the world 

ratings and rankings of student performance. In her evidence-rich book The Smartest Kids in the 

World and How They Got That Way ((2013, Simon & Schuster), Amanda Ripley maintains that 

the primary reason why American education is faltering is its all-around lack of rigor – in the 

textbooks used, the quality of student work expected, and the grading standards. By contrast, 

Finland, South Korea, and Poland are rising in these student performance ratings and rankings, 

and she contends their ascendency is due to their academic rigor. 

Rigor is a prickly subject these days. Many faculty honestly believe they are upholding it, 

and some are, but evidence suggests too few, and for very good reasons that I will explain below. 

In addition, rigor raises suspicion that it will deny disadvantaged, first-generation, and 

underprepared students the chance to acquire, if they can even gain access to, higher education. 

This is a very important concern, but it masks the insulting assumption that these students 

couldn’t cut it in a rigorous program. Tell that to the true Stand and Deliver hero, Jaime 
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Escalante, who taught his at-risk high school students calculus. Tell that to any of the hundreds, 

if not thousands, of inner-city charter-school teachers. These students survived the worst of our 

K-12 education, and they can learn if they learn how to learn. The last section of Chapter Eight 

offers concrete strategies to teach them this without robbing time and attention from the course 

content.   

 Let us consider the currently sagging legitimacy and value of higher education, which 

ranks among the biggest challenges facing the academy. As the Chapter One documents, neither 

the employers of our college graduate nor the members of the public at large are impressed with 

our products. They push us to develop a widening array of hard and soft skills in our students: 

ethical, teaming, leadership, communication, presentation, analytical and critical thinking, 

“fuzzy” problem solving, quantitative reasoning, and visual literacy, among others. While 

students quest after certifications, degrees, and the job-market edge they give, they are not 

particularly motivated to master the knowledge and skills we are trying to help them learn and 

sincerely believe are essential to their life success and fulfillment. Students fail to see the 

connections between our foci and their employment, or they just do not buy our argument linking 

them. Their skepticism is understandable given the direction of the economy. While Pew 

Research Studies document that a bachelor’s degree pays off today in higher individual and 

household income that it ever did, controlling for inflation (Fry, 2014), students can counter that 

their loan repayments will undermine their gains and that all but the highest-level incomes are 

falling as the economy fails to generate new jobs.   

 Greater educational rigor should go far to rebuild that legitimacy and value, especially 

with prospective employers and the public at large. Evidence abounds it that it has faded into the 

background and with it, learning. Faculty are not at fault here, as they lack the power either to 
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have instigated this trend or to stem it. But consider these recent academic policy changes. Many 

colleges and universities are dropping remedial curricula, and not because students are entering 

with stronger writing and mathematical skills. The reason given is that, because developmental 

courses carry no credit, they lengthen the college experience and discourage students from 

persisting. As a result, these institutions will start giving college credit for learning material that 

students should have mastered in high school and even earlier. Their instructors who teach non-

remedial courses must take extra care not to mistake care not to mistake a student’s poor 

preparation for low motivation. In addition, many institutions have made it easier for students to 

withdraw from courses that aren’t going well and to eliminate poor grades by repeating courses 

(called “forgiveness”).  

The curriculum is not sacred either anymore – or completely faculty-driven. The Alamo 

Colleges administrations in Texas almost succeeded in replacing a three-credit humanities course 

with a student-success-plus-leadership course based in part on Stephen R. Covey’s The Seven 

Habits of Highly Success People – hardly as challenging as Plato or Dickens (Berrett, 2014b). 

The faculty protested and won with the support of the regional accreditor.  

Another blow to rigor and learning comes from increasing class sizes. Larger classes are 

known to undermine student attendance, classroom civility, academic integrity, student 

motivation and performance, the acquisition of advanced thinking skills, retention of the 

material, college persistence, and student satisfaction with the course and the instructor, as well 

as faculty morale (Cuseo, 2007). Greater class size almost always means greater student 

heterogeneity in the class, which means a wider range of backgrounds in the course content. Yet 

we know that one of the most powerful determinants of learning is the student’s background in 

the subject matter (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). If students start a course with very 
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different levels of prior knowledge, where is an instructor to aim? If she targets the middle, 

students with either a weak or a strong background are likely to learn less they otherwise could. 

On the other hand, more students feed the bottom line and hold the promise (true or false) of 

more graduates.    

Yet another eyebrow-raising trend in higher education has been grade inflation, now a 

well-established fact (Johnson, 2003; Rojstaczer & Healey, 2012), while at the same time our 

students have been devoting much less time and effort to their homework than they used to. 

Those in college full-time spend an average of only 15 hours a week on their out-of-class 

coursework, which figures to about three hours per three-credit course per week. This 

discouraging statistic represents a marked decline from 50 years ago and holds true whether or 

not students are working while in school (Babcock & Marks, 2011). This means that they are 

spending much less time on task, and we know that more time-on-task leads to greater learning. 

Institutions designed their credit-hour-based four-year degree programs many decades ago at a 

time when few students were working. Now most of them are, some of them full-time. They 

cannot possibly dedicate to their studies the time they are supposed to. Yet they still graduate 

with decent if not high GPAs. It just may take them a year or two longer. 

Perhaps the customer service model adopted by administrators and students has dealt 

rigor the knockout punch. This model prioritizes student satisfaction over student learning and 

positions degrees and certifications as commodities for sale. Having to work for them doesn’t 

make much sense from a customer’s point of view. You don’t have to work for a car or a smart 

phone once you buy it, right? Furthermore, student customers expect faculty and student affairs 

personnel to provide top-quality service for all that tuition money. Outside the classroom, there 

should be plenty of clubs, activities, special programs, recreational opportunities, well-appointed 
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residence halls, parking spaces, bandwidth, and sports. Inside, instructors should make learning 

as painless and entertaining as possible, return graded work overnight, and tailor teaching to 

individual student needs. Those who do not may collect complaints on the end-of-course student 

rating forms, and administrators take the negative scores and comments seriously. They are 

known to pay inordinate attention to the few disparaging remarks and overlook the majority of 

compliments. Because negative ratings adversely affect reappointment, tenure, and promotion 

decisions, some faculty do whatever is necessary to raise their numbers. This typically involves 

trimming the content and lower standards so students receive higher grades with less effort. As 

history professor David M. Perry (2014) puts it: 

Tell faculty members that they are obligated to treat students like customers, and the 

instructors will either eschew rigor in favor of making satisfaction guaranteed or work 

defensively lest they be harangued by the irate customer. Tell students that they are 

consumers, and they will act like consumers but ultimately learn less and perhaps not 

even receive the credential that they think they are buying. 

Faculty members are in no position to counter all the powerful forces against rigor. But 

they can mount a peaceful resistance to them by holding students to high standards in their own 

classrooms and better yet across entire programs when they act as a group. They can set and 

enforce whatever expectations they can articulate clearly to their students and enable them to 

meet. Specs grading provide the framework for doing this without raising the ire of students.  

Certainly we can and should spark up our courses with compelling learning experiences, 

engaging examples and stories, and friendly humor to motivate and facilitate our students’ 

learning. In fact, because we find our discipline so entertaining, we can go far to make it 

enjoyable and rewarding for others. But we must also tell students that learning is inherently 
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work, however satisfying, that they have to do in their own head. In addition, it can occasionally 

and unavoidably be painful for them to let go of their faulty beliefs and mindsets. We must also 

inform students that they are not customers but clients, and clients have to hold up their end of 

the relationship. They are like patients who have to follow their physician’s orders to get more 

tests, obtain and take medications, and modify their life styles to get good results. Similarly, 

lawyers require clients to furnish information and complete paperwork, and physician therapists 

assign their patients often painful exercises. We also must disavow students of the illusion that 

they just look up whatever they need to know on the web. All that information and data are 

useless without the ability to judge their value, interpret them, place them in context, and 

integrate them with other information and data. This ability is rooted in knowledge, which is a 

complex, evidence-based structure of the way the world works. One learns how to think within it 

until it becomes a habit of mind. This is what students can learn from us that they can learn 

nowhere else.  

Linda B. Nilson 

Anderson, SC 

May 2014 
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