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Specifiability: The Hidden Filter of Competency-Based Curriculum and Its Self-Cancellation
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ABSTRACT

Competency-based curriculum reform replaces vague educational aims with observable,
measurable objectives — a technical move whose gains in transparency and accountability are real
and whose legitimacy has gone largely unchallenged. This paper argues that the same move
performs an unrecognised act of selection. A competency can be written as a measurable objective
if and only if we can state explicitly what performance counts as attainment, and that statement is
the competency's output specification; contemporary generative technology works precisely by
generating output to satisfy such a specification. Measurability and specifiability are therefore

operationally the same property, and specifiability is the upper bound of automatability. Hence the



central proposition: the more clearly a competency-based curriculum states its objectives, the
higher its assessment reliability, and the more thoroughly the reform succeeds, the more exactly
the curriculum designates those capabilities that least need to reside in a person. The degree of
reform success correlates with the degree of curricular outsourceability — self-cancellation.
Higher-order thinking offers no refuge: once Bloom's upper levels are written into scorable
criteria, specification is complete. What escapes specification is not the higher-order but the
recognisable-yet-unstatable — and it is excluded from the curriculum precisely because it cannot
be measured. Three responses are tested (performance assessment, the hidden curriculum, the
argument from present technical limits); the first fails because a rubric is itself a specification, the
second surfaces a genuine dilemma between accountability and unspecifiability. The paper answers
Eisner, Stenhouse and Biesta: their case against the objectives model is right, but their reason —
that measurement narrows educational value — cannot carry this conclusion, because what is

claimed here is not a substitution of values but a structural fact.
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