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Have you ever used a 
non-traditional grading 

system, or any other 
non-traditional way of 

assessing students?



What do the letter grades 
of A,B,C,D, and F mean to 

you?

What about “Pass” or “Fail?”



Have you heard of 
Specs or 

Standards-Based 
grading? 





Goals of Specifications 
Grading:

✣ Motivate Student Learning
✣ Bring rigor and quality of student 

work up
✣ Lessen the grading load
✣ A letter grade of an “A” means it’s 

really exceptional, and a “C” means 
the student is pretty proficient still.

✣ Lessen student stress and cheating.  



Specifications?

“Specifications” refers to the specified 
criteria that, if all area satisfied, work is 
considered “satisfactory” or a “pass.”



Specifications Grading and 
changing the meaning of 

letter grades

A letter grade of an “A” means it’s really 
exceptional, and a “C” means the student 
is pretty proficient still.  









The grading load and time 
spent grading

  



The grading load and time 
spent grading

.  





Nilson’s Criteria for 
Evaluating Grading Systems

1. Uphold high academic standards
� Rigor is sacrificed to enhance student satisfaction.

2. Reflect Student Learning Outcomes
� What do letter grades mean for students achieving certain 

learning outcomes?
3. Motivate students to learn.

� Higher education right not is a game that students win 
when they get high grades for putting in the least amount 
of time and effort.  Learning emphasized over grades.

4. Motivate students to excel
� Partial credit discourages students from achieving 

excellence
� Incentives for students to work hard and do their best.



Nilson’s Criteria for 
Evaluating Grading Systems

5. Discourage cheating

✣ With little incentive to learn, students cheat
✣ Give students more choices to control their learning and 

assessment

6. Reduce student stress

✣ Give students more control over their education, and clearer 
expectations, because students feel like they lack control over 
their success

7. Make students feel responsible for their grades.

✣ If students know what they have to do for each grade, they are 
responsible for their grade



Nilson’s Criteria for 
Evaluating Grading Systems

8. Minimizing conflict between faculty and students

✣ Students protesting over their grades and squeezing out points. 
✣ Better that students understand the work required for every 

assessment.
✣ To curb extension negotiation, a new system that incorporates 

positive incentives to plan ahead or submit work early or on 
time.

9. Save faculty time.

✣ No partial credit

10. Give students feedback they will use

✣ Students view feedback as justifications for their grade, rather 
than constructive advice for improvement.



For more, you can read the book.  
The book provides examples and 

seems targeted towards 
non-math/science courses.

Now I’ll move on and talk about 
what I did.



My 
Experience 
using this 
grading 

system



Caveat/context:

✣ I used this system at a small 
engineering school (Rose-Hulman) 
with students that are exceptional and 
motivated to learn already.

✣ My classes were around 25-30 
students.

✣ Rose-Hulman had an awesome testing 
center where I can send tests, and they 
handle all of the proctoring.



Why

✣ In a teaching meeting with other math faculty at 
Rose-Hulman, two of my colleagues talked about 
specs grading.  They explained it to me.

✣ I was dissatisfied with students begging for points, 
and the lack of motivation for learning.

✣ I also heard about this system from math education 
researchers.  

✣ If people are doing this, especially math education 

people, shouldn’t I try it? 



How

✣ It was relatively easy for me to set up my system 
because two other math faculty at Rose used this 
system.

✣ One of my math colleagues at Rose helped run a 
workshop open to all Rose faculty for setting up the 
specs grading system.

✣ I obtained a few syllabi from my colleagues, so my 
syllabus was based on theirs.



My Syllabus

I will go over the contents of my syllabus 
for a course I taught in my last quarter at 
Rose-Hulman called “Discrete and 
Combinatorial Algebra II.” This was the 
last iteration of a syllabus I used for specs 
grading, and had my last modifications.  
It also shows how I incorporated the 
common final.



Warning

This syllabus is a total of 15 pages.
✣ I e-mailed students before the class 

started, and told them to read the 
syllabus

✣ I didn’t print the syllabus
✣ I put an “Easter egg” in the syllabus 

with an incentive







Grading Components



Grading Components



Grading Components

✣ In Calc II, I experimented with not having exams, and only using 
quizzes. 



Grading Components

✣ Because the final was a common final with other 
sections of this course, this was the only thing in 
the course graded with points.

✣ I ended up doing this for courses that I was the sole 
instructor for.



Incentive for turning things 
in on time: “tokens”



What my grading system did 
do:

✣ Lessened student stress
� My students told me that it made them less stressed.
� A student had a visitor sit in on my class, and he was telling 

the visitor about the grading system and how nice it is that 
they have redos.

✣ Students felt responsible for their grades
� I didn’t get one complaint about grades.  Students that got 

low grades knew it was their fault.
✣ Motivated student learning

� Students didn’t ask for points, or begged for points anymore; 
they came to my office and asked me how to do the problem





Mastery of Topics

My grading system emphasized mastery 
of topics rather than learning objectives.





What my grading system did 
do:

✣ Lessened grading load
� In some ways, I did feel like grading was faster in that I didn’t 

have to think about point allocation.
� I gave work back faster, because grading was fast

✣ Students in control of their learning/motivate students to excel
� I gave students choices of projects they can do to earn an A or 

a B.
✣  Uphold high academic standards

� I valued rigor in this system.  Their problem was right or 
wrong.  Even if it was “mostly right,” it was given a 0 if there 
was something not perfect.

✣ Give students feedback they will use
� Maybe.  I wrote hardly any feedback.  If they got a problem 

wrong, I vaguely circled what was wrong, and that was it.  
They had to figure out what was wrong.



What my grading system 
didn’t do

✣ Lessen grading load
� I never actually measured it, but the time I saved from 

pass/no pass grading might have contributed to more 
grading because of the volume of redos I graded.  

✣ Reflect on student outcomes
� Because students had to pass a certain number of quizzes and 

exams, rather than specific outcomes, the letter grade is not 
closely associated with which outcomes were achieved.

� I also didn’t label each quiz by which outcomes I’m testing 
them on.

✣ Discourage cheating
� Because it lessened the stress on students, I do feel like there 

was probably less cheating.  But what makes me unsure is 
that in my last quarter at Rose, I reported 5 or more students 
for cheating on the final.  But maybe it’s because the final is 
“final.”  I did catch one or two cheating on midterms.



Disadvantages to setting the 
grading system up

✣ Need to set up the system before the 
course starts.  I can’t really change 
much along the way.

✣ I think this is very hard to do if you 
don’t know much of what is covered in 
the course. (I used this for my 
probability course in the Spring 
quarter, and I have never learned 
probability before)



results

✣ I compared the percentage of letter grades I gave 
the previous year for the same classes with the 
points-based system, and I gave roughly the same 
distribution of letter grades.

✣ Quality of work did seem better.
✣ I really do think that my students learned more.
✣ I can’t tell if it was a result of me gaining more 

teaching experience, but I really do feel like the 
classroom learning environment was more 
conducive to learning and making mistakes.



Aspects of the grading system I 
am currently using.

✣ Pretty much the only place I actually am using any part of this is 
that the worksheets in discussion in my 118 and 114 class are 
graded on a scale of 0,1,2.  Although, the meaning is different.  
They get a 0 if they are absent, a 1 if they are really late, work 
alone rather than in a group, or did not put effort into trying the 
worksheet, and a 2 if they worked in a group and made a decent 
attempt at the problems.
� The thing is, I don’t allow redos, I just drop the lowest two.

✣ In 114, for the first exam, I am allowing them to redo part of the 
exam, but with restrictions. To save grading time, I am restricting 
it to three problems they are allowed to redo, and they can only 
redo 2, and they have to “submit” corrections by presenting the 
solution to me in my office.  If 
� If I had more time, less students, and a TA that had more 

time, I would probably allow them to redo the whole exam, 
or write a new one that they can redo.



Would I do this again?

✣ Yes, if I were allowed to
✣ Definitely if I had classes with less 

than 30 students.
✣ I really want to because I am curious 

about how this system will work with 
non-engineering students.



What I would change the next 
time I use this system

✣ Broaden the learning objectives
✣ Change the grading system so that letter grades 

reflect broader learning objectives
✣ Possible get rid of tokens
✣ In specifications for class work, I would provide 

actual examples of the different levels of work.
✣ Rename “list of topics” to “learning goals,” which 

I’m doing in my classes now.
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Thank you!


