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According to accreditation and professional bodies, evaluation and 
grading are a high priority in counselor education. Specifications grading, 
an evaluative tool, can be used to increase grading rigor. This article 
describes the components of specifications grading and applies the 
framework of specifications grading to a counseling theories course. 
 
Regarding didactic and clinical experiences, evaluation and 
grading are important areas of curriculum in counselor 
education. The American Counseling Association’s (ACA, 
2014) ACA Code of Ethics dictates that counselor educators 
provide students with  “the levels of competency expected, 
appraisal methods, and timing of evaluations for both 
didactic and clinical competencies” (Standard F.9.a.). The 
Council of Accreditation for Counseling and Related 
Educational Programs (CACREP, 2016) agrees in stating that 
course syllabi must contain student evaluation criteria and 
procedures for grading. Further, CACREP (2016) provides 
guidelines for programs to teach doctoral students about 
“instructional and curriculum design, delivery, and evaluation 
methods relevant to counselor education evaluation methods 
pertaining to counselor education” (Section 6.B.3.d.).  

CACREP (2016) standards provide guidelines in the 
eight areas of counseling competence which are: 
professional counseling orientation and ethical practice, 
social and cultural diversity, human growth and 
development, career development, counseling and helping 
relationships, group counseling and group work, 
assessment and testing, research and program evaluation. 
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However, these guidelines offer very little direction to 
counselor educators on how to evaluate knowledge and 
skill outcomes. CACREP (2016) asserts that individual 
counselor education programs should ultimately decide on 
how they want to meet the standards. 

Despite emphasis on evaluation, McAuliffe and 
Eriksen (2011) state there has not been much formal 
training concerning teaching for faculty. Even though 
counselor educators spend inordinate amounts of time 
grading; grading rigor in counselor education has not been 
addressed. Other fields have similar problems in the 
training of faculty, evaluation, and grading rigor. With little 
research on grading in counselor education, many 
counselor educators follow the assumptions of traditional 
systems of grading. 

One assumption of the traditional grading system is 
that there is a strong correlation between grades and student 
learning outcomes. Institutions of higher learning and 
employers tend to agree with the correlation of grades, 
student learning outcomes, and assessment (Nilson, 2015). 
Employers have historically thought grades correlated with 
job performance, but Samson, Graue, Weinstein, and 
Walberg (1984) have shown that GPAs were only 
responsible for 2.4% variance in career success. In higher 
learning, one would assume that the bestowal of academic 
diploma would demonstrate that students have mastered all 
the competencies in their fields of study. However, the 
American Institute of Research (2006) noted that fewer 
than 50% of four year graduates and less than 25% of two 
year graduates demonstrated literary proficiency. 
Additionally, between the 1980’s and 2000’s, GPAs have 
increased significantly while studying time has decreased 
by 50% (Babcock, 2010).  During the late 1990’s, law 
schools were so skeptical of grades that many depended 



Vol. 39.4                  Educational Research Quarterly               23 
 
heavily on standardized tests rather than grades for 
admission (Wongsurawat, 2009).   

Lack of academic rigor by faculty has been cited as 
a major reason for grades not representing competence 
(Gordon & Palmon, 2010; Schnee, 2008). Passing grades 
do not necessarily mean students have achieved learning 
outcomes because faculty may give students passing but 
lower grades because students have not achieved learning 
outcomes. (Nilson, 2015). Nilson (2015) has proposed 
specifications grading which is a precise evaluative tool 
constructed to increase grading rigor. The purpose of this 
paper is to explain the components of specifications 
grading and to demonstrate how specifications grading can 
be utilized in counselor education. 
 

Specifications Grading 
Specifications grading is a grading procedure which requires 
students to fulfill certain requirements for an assignment to 
be acceptable. Specifications grading seeks to improve rigor, 
reduce grade inflation, and save instructors time in grading 
(Nilson, 2015). The underlying framework for specifications 
grading is backward course design. Backward course design 
involves a three step process: identifying desired results, 
determining acceptable evidence, and planning learning 
experiences (Wiggins & MaTighe, 2005). First, instructors 
must identify student learning outcomes and what instructors 
desire in student learning and performing by the end of the 
course (Anderson & Tredway, 2009; Cobia, Carney, & 
Shannon, 2011; Daugherty, 2006; Davidovitch, Yavich, & 
Keller, 2014). Second, the evidence for student knowledge 
would be demonstrated by the instructor choosing 
assessments and learning activities (Anderson & Treadway, 
2009; Daugherty, 2006; Davidovitch, Yavich, & Keller, 2014). 
Third, instructors would plan learning experiences and 
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instructional methods that support learning outcomes. 
(Anderson & Treadway, 2009; Daugherty, 2006; Davidovitch, 
Yavich, & Keller, 2014). 

Using backward course design, elementary preservice 
teachers have reported feeling more prepared, producing 
clearer instruction, and attaining higher performance in 
designing plans connected with learning experiences than 
teachers who utilized traditional course design (Graff, 2011; 
Kelting-Gibson, 2005). Additionally, pre service teachers 
exposed to backward course design have demonstrated higher 
levels of performance in content knowledge, connection of 
content between various disciplines, and higher awareness of 
resources (Kelting-Gibson, 2005). Nursing students provided 
high ratings for teachers and positivity toward backward 
design (Bennett, Kennedy, & Donato, 2011).  

The underlying frameworks of specifications grading 
which support specifications grading are student learning 
outcomes, pedagogy, mastery learning, assessments, 
competency-based grading, and contract grading. An 
understanding of each of these elements is necessary in 
employing specifications grading. 
 

Student Learning Outcomes  
Student learning outcomes are the measureable behaviors 
which students should be able to perform by the end of the 
course. In basic course design, communication of clear 
student learning outcomes is a necessity (Fox, 2010).  Nilson 
(2015) states the best words to use for outcomes are not 
internal words like understand, know, or learn, but words 
such as reproduce, explain, apply, analyze, or synthesize. 
Therefore, student learning outcomes are not based on 
simply what students will be doing, but how they will be 
performing the outcomes. Mastery learning, competency-
based grading, and contract grading all utilize detailed student 
learning outcomes as a starting point for course design 
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(Cooperman, 2011; Diegelman-Parente, 2011). In the 
development of student learning outcomes, instructors need 
to employ a sound pedagogy to design effective courses. 
 

Pedagogy  
For many college professors, one neglected area in teaching is 
having a sound pedagogy to implement. Nilson (2015) 
promoted four cognitive based frameworks: Perry, Bloom, 
Anderson and Krathwohl’s Revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
and Wolcott and Lynch. These four models provide theories 
behind the development of student learning outcomes. By no 
means are these models exhaustive, because there are many 
models of teaching and learning, but the main focus is that 
instructors should be operating from a theoretical pedagogy. 
The four models mentioned are suggestions for instructors to 
consider. 

The Perry model involves four epistemological stages 
of learning which are: dualism, multiplicity, relativism, and 
commitment (Perry, 1999). Dualism can be defined as 
thinking that education simply involves recalling facts, figures, 
and memorization of vocabulary words. Multiplicity is having 
uncertainty about the answers to problems, but the problems 
are solvable and experts just have not found the answers. 
Relativism is the idea everyone has their own opinion so there 
is not really a right or wrong because all opinions are limited. 
The stage of commitment is the learner making a 
commitment to a position after reviewing the pros and cons 
of different points of view.  

Since the field of counseling might be new to 
students; their learning curve may begin with dualism and 
progress to commitment as they acquire more experience in 
the field (Granello, 2002, 2010). Instructors can construct 
learning outcomes and assessments consistent with the 
epistemological level of students for maximum acquisition of 
knowledge and skill development. Whereas Perry’s model 
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focuses on how people think; Bloom, Anderson, and 
Krathwohl emphasize the performance of people in their 
stages of learning. 

Bloom (1956) proposed six levels of thinking which 
are: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 
synthesis, and evaluation. The task of knowledge is the ability 
to memorize and recall facts. Comprehension is being able to 
summarize or discuss topics in one’s own words. Application 
involves solving, applying, or utilizing information to provide 
solutions for problems. Analysis is the ability to dissect 
components of a subject matter and draw conclusions. 
Synthesis is the task of finding relationship between 
components of a subject. Evaluation is judging or assessing 
information against criteria. Anderson and Krathwohl (2000) 
modified Bloom’s taxonomy with actions rather than nouns 
with the levels of remembering, understanding, applying, 
analyzing, evaluating, and creating. Instead of evaluation 
being the highest level, they named creating as the highest 
level of thinking and omitted synthesis. Creating involves 
constructing a new structure or deriving new meaning. 
Whereas, Wolcott’s framework incorporates the thinking 
levels of Bloom’s or Anderson and Krathwohl, Wolcott 
(2003) describes the higher levels of evaluating and creating in 
more detail. 

The Wolcott (2003) framework contains four steps; 
which demonstrate how information is handled: identifying, 
interpreting, prioritizing, and re-visioning. Identifying 
information involves describing information and proceeding 
as if there is only one correct answer. Exploring information 
encompasses analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating data. In 
contrast to Bloom or Anderson and Krathwohl, the Wolcott 
framework views the higher thinking levels like analyzing, 
synthesizing and evaluating as elementary (Nilson, 2015). The 
third level, prioritizing, includes providing informed 
conclusions, assessing risks, constructing policy, and 
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implementing plans. Re-visioning is future oriented and 
involves processes of program evaluation and monitoring, 
recognizing restrictions, and developing plans for the future. 
Again, these cognitive frameworks can be the basis for the 
creation of measureable student learning outcomes.  

There are some commonalities between the activities 
of these four frameworks which can be helpful in 
understanding the trajectory of student learning. The first 
area of commonality is the idea of students believing there is 
one correct answer which is indicated in the dualism and 
multiplicity of Perry, knowledge and comprehension in 
Bloom or Anderson and Krathwohl, and identifying in 
Wolcott. A second area of similarity is students seeing correct 
answers as situational which are shown in the relativism of 
Perry, higher order thinking (applying, analyzing, and 
synthesizing) of Bloom or Anderson and Krathwohl, and 
exploring in Wolcott (Nilson, 2015). Another level of student 
epistemology is drawing conclusions which are demonstrated 
in commitment by Perry, evaluating in Bloom or Anderson 
and Krathwohl, and prioritizing in Wolcott. These 
commonalities, though not exhaustive, provide a broad view 
of how instructors can evaluate student levels of learning and 
develop learning outcomes which are consistent with 
pedagogy. Once there are measureable student learning 
outcomes, these outcomes can be connected with 
assessments.  

 
Assessments 

In course design, following the identification of student 
outcomes, assessments would be added as a demonstration of 
student achievement. There are two different types of 
assessments: formative assessments and summative 
assessments (Perara-Diltz & Moe, 2014). Formative 
assessments are continuous assessments given during the 
semester; summative assessments are the end product of a 
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semester like a final exam or project. Fox (2010) asserts 
students may wonder why they are doing certain assignments 
and sometimes students see tasks as “busy work.” Therefore 
it is essential to connect assessments and activities to student 
learning outcomes (Cobia, Carney, & Shannon, 2011). Chun 
(2010) adds teaching and assessments should align with one 
another therefore teachers should teach to the student 
outcomes. Mastery learning is a method of instruction which 
can be utilized in specifications grading and it connects 
teaching, assessment, and student learning outcomes (Nilson, 
2015).  
 

Mastery Learning 
The basis of mastery learning is all students can learn even 
though they may learn at different rates; instruction is highly 
individualized (Cooperman, 2011; Guskey, 1980, 2010; 
Melton, 2008). Mastery learning promotes the idea that 
students learn best through sequentially mastering course 
concepts and material is broken into units to assess the 
effectiveness of group instruction and student learning 
(Block, 1980; Diegelman-Parente, 2011). Increased 
achievement among fields such as mathematics, chemistry, 
physics, and business can be attributed to the utilization of 
mastery learning (Hoon, Chong, & Ngah, 2010; Lamadi, 
Olyelekan, & Olurundare, 2015; Melton, 2008; Wambugu & 
Johnson, 2008). Elements of mastery learning include the 
following: group instruction, formative assessments, and 
corrective activities. The process of mastery learning begins 
with giving students an initial assessment to evaluate how well 
students know concepts (Guskey, 1980, 2010). Following the 
initial assessment, the instructor can use group instruction, 
lecturing, presentations, or student centered team building to 
address the deficits in knowledge of course concepts.  After 
students have experienced group instruction they 
demonstrate their mastery of content through formative 
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assessments. From this second assessment, instructors 
provide students with corrective feedback to show if students 
have mastered the material. If students master the material, 
they can progress to more enrichment, but if students do not 
master material, they should retest. While mastery learning is 
an underlying instructional method, competency-based 
grading is the evaluative tool in specifications grading 
(Diegelman-Parente, 2011; Nilson, 2015). 
 

Competency-Based Grading 
Competency-based grading is an evaluative tool in which the 
instructor determines the acquired skills, knowledge, and 
abilities students must attain to pass a course (Diegelman-
Parente, 2011; Vorhees, 2001). Vorhees (2001) describes the 
elements of competency-based grading as: traits and 
characteristics, skills, knowledge, ability, competence, and 
demonstration. Traits and characteristics are the endowed 
qualities students possess prior to entering a course. Skills, 
knowledge, and abilities are what students develop during 
pedagogy and the learning process through participation and 
work. After being exposed to skills, knowledge, and abilities, 
students acquire competence through integrative learning 
experiences (Vorhees, 2001).  The apex of competency-based 
grading is the application and demonstration of the acquired 
competencies. Through competency-based grading, a minimal 
competence is determined by the instructor; competency-
based grading can provide and empower students with clear 
standards concerning satisfactory performance. Students may 
choose to work at the minimal level or strive for higher 
proficiency to obtain higher grades.   

Bundling assignments is a method used in 
competency-based grading. To bundle assignments means 
instructors put assignments together that indicate learning 
outcomes. These learning outcomes are also associated with 
grades. One way to employ bundling is by having A-bundles, 
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B-bundles, or C-bundles; each bundle becomes more highly 
complex in association with a grade (Reed, 1979). A C-bundle 
may simply want students to have knowledge and 
comprehension of a subject; a B-bundle desires students 
would be able to apply and analyze knowledge; an A-bundle 
would require students to synthesize and evaluate knowledge. 
These bundles are graded on a pass-fail basis and students 
can choose the bundle they want to pursue. Students do not 
have to inform instructors about their bundle; their work will 
show their choice. 

Students have demonstrated positive reactions to 
competency based grading in the ability to choose grades, 
standards, and to gain as little or much proficiency as they 
wanted from a course (Reed 1979). Some teachers have 
expressed reservations about competency based grading and 
have doubts, while other faculty found competency grading 
quite effective (Chambers, 1999; Richards, 2014). Since 
students have the ability to choose how much proficiency or 
competence they desire from a course, elements of contract 
grading are prominent in competency based grading.  

 
Contract Grading 

Contract grading is a form of evaluation where the instructor 
defines the standards for levels of grades and students sign 
contracts stating they will meet the standards (Boe, 2010). 
Contract grading has been theorized to give students 
responsibility, increase motivation, and effort (Polczynski & 
Shirland, 1977). The choice helps students to focus on 
learning, the grading process, and connecting grading to 
critical thinking and students have shown a preference for 
contract grading in comparison to traditional grading 
(Brubaker, 2010; Hiller & Hietapelto, 2001).  
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Specifications Grading Summary 
Course grades should be indicators of the quantity and/or 
quality of learning outcomes students have attained in a given 
course and specifications grading provides rigor in connecting 
assessments to learning outcomes.  Specifications grading 
contains elements of competency-based grading, contract 
grading, mastery learning, and emphasis on learning 
outcomes. The relationship between competency based 
grading and specifications grading is that competency-based 
grading includes minimal competencies for the entire course, 
while specifications grading refers to competencies for 
individual assessments.   

The process of specifications grading is that 
instructors evaluate the work of students based on 
requirements constructed for assessments. The element of 
competency-based grading within the assessment is that 
students must meet criteria for a given grade. Contract 
grading is also related to specifications grading because in an 
assessment, students can choose what grade they desire by 
the amount of work they perform. Mastery learning is an 
optimal teaching method in specifications grading because its 
emphasis on assessment. Learning outcomes are the 
foundation of the evaluative tools of contract grading and 
competency-based grading, and the method of instruction 
which is mastery learning.  Teaching philosophies and 
accreditation standards are blueprints for outcome creation. 
The following example will demonstrate an application of 
specifications to a counseling theories course. 

 
Building a Counseling Theories Course Utilizing 

Specifications Grading 
A specifications grading course is relatively simple to 
construct in counselor education and the syllabus provides 
the framework. CACREP (2016) standards dictate syllabi 
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should include: 1) content area 2) knowledge and skill 
outcomes 3) methods of instruction 4) texts/materials 5) 
evaluation criteria and procedures and 6) disability 
accommodations policy. For the purposes of demonstrating 
specifications, Nilson (2015) asserts a backward course design 
that involves the following order: student learning outcomes, 
assessments, methods of instruction, and evaluation 
procedures. The application of specifications grading in this 
example will involve a counseling theories course which 
comprises teaching students about models and theories of 
counseling. 
 

Student Learning Outcomes 
The first step in creating a specifications grading course is 
creating student learning outcomes. CACREP standards 
provide general guidelines for knowledge and skill outcomes 
(Cobia, Carney, & Shannon, 2011). In choosing outcomes for 
a counseling theories course, there are certain guidelines 
which were selected. These guidelines include students 
possessing knowledge and skills in the following three areas: 
theories and models of counseling, evidence-based counseling 
strategies and techniques for prevention and intervention, and 
the development of a personal model of counseling 
(CACREP, 2016). 

From these guidelines, the teaching philosophy of 
Bloom’s Taxonomy is utilized with the operative word being 
students have knowledge and skills in the three areas. 
Knowledge and skills are vague words, so the instructors’ 
tasks are to show how students will demonstrate knowledge 
and skills. Regarding having knowledge of counseling 
theories, students will need to recognize and reproduce these 
concepts; therefore, the learning outcome would involve 
reproducing and memorizing concepts. For the guideline of 
students having knowledge and skills involving evidence-
based strategies for intervention and prevention with clients, 
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students can apply theories to simulated or real life problems. 
One learning outcome from this guideline would be that 
students would apply theories to a variety of circumstances in 
counseling.  
 The guideline which includes students developing 
their own personal theories of counseling can include the 
creation of their own counseling theory. There are a few tasks 
students need to perform in order to create their own theory 
which includes: memorizing, comprehending, applying, 
analyzing, synthesizing, and creating.  
 

Assessment 
After selecting student learning outcomes, assessments can be 
connected to measure the learning outcomes. The outcome 
of students memorizing and recognize counseling theory 
concepts can be linked to quizzes, a mid-term, or a final 
exam. Students being able to apply techniques and strategies 
of counseling theories to different clinical situations can be 
measured by case studies and problem-solving activities. In 
developing their own personal models of counseling the 
assessment measure could be a paper which demonstrates 
understanding, application, analysis, synthesis, and creation of 
one’s own counseling theory. 
 

Method of Instruction    
After adding the assessments to the outcomes, the teaching 
moves and instructional methods can be developed to 
complement outcomes.  The teaching move which is 
promoted for specifications grading is mastery learning. With 
the outcome of reproducing and memorizing concepts, 
students could play games in class where they must remember 
concepts of theories. Another method which could be used is 
students listening to a lecture and writing a one-minute paper 
on their understanding of the lecture concerning a theory. 
After the paper, there could be a discussion on what they 
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understood or did not understand. There are a variety of ways 
students can demonstrate that they have understood course 
content.  
 Application of techniques for prevention and 
intervention can be demonstrated through teaching moves 
which include students solving case studies together. 
Instructors can facilitate the discussions about the case 
studies. Another way to show application is by students trying 
to use a theory on a mock client. Analyzing and synthesizing 
can be demonstrated by students writing reflection papers 
and being triggered by questions in class in order for students 
to discuss their worldviews and views of human nature. 
These are a few examples of how the methods of instruction 
in mastery learning can complement the student learning 
outcomes. 
 

Evaluation Procedures and Criteria 
Competency-based grading evaluates the entire course to 
assess if a student has met all the necessary competencies to 
receive a passing grade in a course. For the theories course, 
the student must be able to reproduce theoretical models of 
counseling, apply these theoretical models to clinical 
situations, and develop their own theory of counseling. 
Competency-based grading demonstrates the acceptable level 
at which students must perform and this could be attached to 
a grade, for example a student may need to receive an average 
of 80% on all quizzes to pass the course to show knowledge 
of a theory. For application, the student needs to pass all of 
their case studies and follow all directions. Regarding the 
development of their own theory, students need to perform 
acceptably on their term paper. 
 While competency-based grading assesses how 
students perform as a whole in passing a course, 
specifications grading incorporates what students need to do 
on each individual assignment. Percentages on quizzes, mid-
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terms, and final exams are self-explanatory, but case studies 
require a bit more detail. When students review case studies, 
instructors can provide word count guidelines, depth of 
answers for detail, and grammar instructions. If students do 
not fulfill all instructions or specifications, they do not get 
credit for the assignment. Specifications grading as a division 
of competency-based grading shows students the exact 
procedures for how they will be graded. 
 Nilson (2015) also discusses how students can be 
graded according to bundles. Bundling is when similar 
assignments regarding outcomes are grouped together. For 
example, assignments involving reproducing, recognizing, and 
memorizing information are bundled together in obtaining a 
certain level of knowledge on assessments like quizzes. There 
could be a group of case studies which can be bundled 
together for application and students have to achieve a 
certain level according to specifications. Students might have 
the choice to perform all these assignments at one time if the 
assignments are not sequential. If assignments are in modules, 
student may have to master a group of assignments before 
moving to the next module which is the mastery learning 
concept of bundling or grouping outcome measures. 

 
Recommendations for Future Research 

Since there is virtually no research on grading rigor in 
counselor education, there are many areas concerning 
pedagogy which can be explored. Areas which merit 
investigation are descriptive studies which involve the 
pedagogies of counselor educators, methods of instructions 
employed in courses, assessment to demonstrate mastery of 
course content, and evaluative tools such as rubrics. These 
areas can be examined through the lens of the courses 
counselor educators teach. Another area of inquiry could be 
students’ attitudes, achievement, and motivation toward the 
evaluation process. Courses can be compared with traditional 
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grading and specifications grading to examine if students’ 
motivation, achievement, or attitudes are different in 
comparing the specifications grading model and the 
traditional grading model 
 

Conclusions 
In conclusion, specifications grading and its underlying 
components of learning outcomes, pedagogy, assessment, 
mastery learning, competency based grading, and contract 
grading have been summarized. This article has demonstrated 
the application of specifications grading to a counseling 
theories course.  Specifications grading can be used as an 
evaluative tool to increase grading rigor in counselor 
education and its underlying components are adaptable to 
areas of in counselor education syllabi like learning outcomes, 
methods of instruction, and evaluation procedures. The 
learning outcomes of specifications grading are synonymous 
with the knowledge and skill outcomes of CACREP syllabi. 
Mastery learning, an instructional method, can be employed 
in counselor education because of its emphasis on group 
instruction, assessment, and corrective feedback. ACA (2014) 
asserts counselor educators should provide students with 
consistent and ongoing feedback.  

Grading according to minimal standards which is 
supported by specifications grading and its underlying 
components is consistent with minimal standards for practice 
being met in the field of counseling.  In order to practice in 
the field, counselors have to be licensed and/or certified. 
Many state licensing boards require prospective counselors to 
take exams demonstrating minimal competence which should 
be reflected in course work. The elegance of specifications 
grading is that it links assessment, methods of instruction, 
and grades explicitly to student learning outcomes. This can 
result in more precise grading, students being motivated to 
achieve, and less time-consuming grading activities for 
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instructors. Future research needs to investigate the efficacy 
of specifications grading and its impact on motivation, 
student achievement, and overall grading rigor. 
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