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Early Career

  
        Tips for Saving Time with Grading

      Jennifer Schaefer
Rebecca Swanson

  
    
      Grading is a way for faculty to both assess student work and provide feedback to students on their level of understanding of a course’s material. Whether your grading system is traditional or nontraditional, the feedback-giving process is often one of the most time consuming aspects of teaching. As early career faculty transition from lighter graduate school teaching loads to more sizable teaching loads as new faculty, finding time to grade an increased amount of student work can be challenging. Having a student grader can reduce your grading burden, but not all institutions offer this support. Our goal is to provide you with some tips and tricks to make the grading process more smooth and efficient regardless of institution.

    
    
      Think About Your Policies

      A lot of energy can be saved by carefully crafting grading policies when you develop your syllabus. For instance, you could decide to grade student work on proficiency, something both authors do in their classes. What this means is that homework is graded using a scale of proficiency, e.g., mastery, near mastery, tentative, unsure, or didn’t attempt. This form of grading saves time because the instructor can focus on feedback instead of agonizing over the number of points to deduct for mistakes. The following are a few other policies you can implement in any course. Regardless of what you decide, we advise that you create grading policies that work for you and your course and stick to them.

      Determine whether shorter, more frequent assessments or longer, less frequent assignments work better for your course and your grading style. One of the authors assigns and collects homework assignments each class period. She does this because she finds these shorter assignments less overwhelming, and she can grade the assignments more quickly. However, one of her colleagues prefers to collect a longer homework assignment once per week.

      Allow for a small number of low-stakes assignments to be dropped. This removes some of the anxiety when students receive lower grades than they would like and can eliminate the request for make-up assignments.

      Think about your late work policy. Trying to balance flexibility with fairness is tough and determining what to do on a case-by-case basis can waste time and emotional energy. If you do decide to allow for make-up assignments or extensions, only give a limited number and keep the extension window short. This reduces the number of submissions you need to keep track of. One of the authors uses a policy that she has found to be equitable and easily enforced. Homework submissions are due on Wednesdays, but solutions are posted on Saturdays. As long as a student asks for an extension before the due date, it is granted, until the solution set is posted, at no penalty.

      Incorporate group assignments into your course. This allows you to assess student understanding while grading fewer submissions. At the same time, students develop the skill of working with others, which benefits them outside of class.

      Once your policies are in place, how can you make grading and giving feedback easier? We’ve compiled lists of both tech-free and tech-required tools that can help.

    
    
      Tech-Free Grading Tips

      Grade a smaller selection of the assigned problems, or grade some assignments and not others. It is OK if you don’t grade everything you assign. Let us say that again. It is OK if you don’t grade everything you assign. After all, the goal is for the bulk of student learning to happen when students complete the assignment to begin with. You could do this by grading a subset of the problems you assigned. Or you could consider having some assignments that receive feedback without a grade and other assignments that receive grades without feedback. Either way, you can provide solution sets for students to see where they made mistakes and how they can correct them.

      Grade one problem at a time and group problem solutions based on mistakes made. When grading problem sets, your mental load will be higher if you attempt to grade more than one problem at a time. This is because you have to change what you are looking for as you move between problems, and this shift takes time and mental energy. As you move through students’ submissions for a given problem, it is helpful to group the assignments by the mistakes the students made. This allows you to quickly provide the same feedback to all students who made similar mistakes and helps ensure fairness with your grading.

      Use a rubric. Designing a rubric will take a bit of time up front, but utilizing a rubric while grading can save you a great deal of time overall. This is because a rubric delineates exactly what you are looking for into a limited number of categories and requirements. The fewer buckets you have, the easier and more consistent your grading will be. Moreover, if you pair a rubric with student presentations—group work, homework, or projects—you can fill out the rubric while the presentations are happening so that once a student is done, you are done grading as well. This can allow you to assess work in real time without needing an additional block of time just for grading. By giving your rubric to your students ahead of time, you also communicate what your expectations are, which helps them correlate your feedback with the grade they receive.

      Have your students self-grade their work. Allowing students to assess their own work can help students develop metacognition skills. It can also help reduce the amount of grading you are required to do. One of our colleagues pairs self-grading with student presentations of homework solutions. While a presentation is occurring in class, students are allowed to use a green pen to mark up their work based on their classmate’s solution and any additional feedback the instructor offers. While this does take class time, grading goes more quickly because the students have already marked up their submissions. Another one of our colleagues in the mathematics community chooses to focus on student reflection when grading homework. She posts solutions once students submit work and has them self-grade and reflect on that work by asking questions about their understanding of what was done wrong, the mistakes they made, and what they still don’t understand. This allows her students to think more intentionally about what they are learning. Students who thoughtfully complete this assignment get full credit.

    
    
      Tech Tips

      There are many ways that technology can help you assess student work too. Some are more conventional and others are relatively new. For instance, requiring students in major courses to complete their homework in LaTeX makes it easier for us to read their solutions. As an added bonus, it also provides them the opportunity to gain expertise in using our discipline’s typesetting tool. As a newer option, you could use tools such as Audacity to record your comments over audio in place of or in addition to written feedback. The following are a few other options to consider.

      Online homework. Most publishers have online homework systems associated with their textbooks. Such publisher-based systems come with large problem banks that offer students a great deal of practice and immediate feedback. The challenge is that there are often limits to the types of problems that can be posed, and that the focus of these problems is usually on the final answer, not on the work done to get that answer. Additionally, there is a cost to either the students or the institution. Some free alternatives do exist, though, that work with almost any textbook. WeBWorK is a free system supported by the Mathematical Association of America, and MyOpenMath is another free option that works with open educational resources in mathematics. Further, many campuses utilize a learning management system (LMS) in which you can create your own free online homework. Of course, then you are not able to make use of the large question banks available in the other systems. It should be noted that you do not have to go all or nothing with online homework. For instance, one of the authors uses online homework in her calculus courses but supplements it with written work as well.

      Tools that help grade written work. Your LMS may also be capable of helping you grade written work. For instance, Canvas has a tool called Speed Grader, Blackboard uses BbAnnotate, and Moodle accepts file submissions through the Assignments feature. Each of these allows students to upload their own work and you to grade their submissions electronically, essentially the equivalent of paper grading, but online. This saves you from writing the same comment by hand repeatedly, entering grades into a gradebook, and spending time returning papers to students in class. An additional benefit is that students can submit work as a group, and your feedback is given to the entire group at once. Finally, you and your students don’t have to pay extra to use your institution’s LMS!

      There are additional resources that can help support faculty in giving feedback that are much more robust than the built-in LMS tools. Some examples include Gradescope, Assign2, Crowdmark, and Pearson’s Freehand Grader. (As a disclaimer, both authors have experience working with Gradescope in their classes but have not had the opportunity to test the others.) What they have in common is that students complete work on paper, a tablet, or a computer, and then upload their work for you to grade electronically. For most, the instructor can also scan and upload student work. These tools all support multiple graders grading different problems from the same assignment at the same time, making them useful in coordinated settings. With any of these resources, you can edit your rubric as you go, and the changes apply to what you have already graded. You can also make use of saved comments as you give your feedback. All of them provide student data that allows the instructor to determine where students are struggling. Syncing with a standard LMS makes grade entry automatic, and as with the LMS tools, you aren’t spending class time returning papers. Each of the resources below has one common challenge—they aren’t free. Pricing plans vary and are often dependent upon a number of factors. However, you usually have an option to run a free pilot. If you are interested in continuing to use the product, you will need to further discuss those details with representatives at these companies. If you are using a nontraditional grading scheme that isn’t points-based, these tools are not directly designed to help you, although each has its own workarounds. Below we highlight some of the differences among these tools:

      
	•
	Gradescope. Gradescope is a well-developed grading platform by Turnitin. Gradescope provides a “grouping” feature that is currently not available in the other tools on this list. With this feature, the instructor can sort problems into groups based upon mistakes and then apply the same grade and feedback to all problems within a particular group. This can be especially useful when class sizes are large. Gradescope has two plans—a basic plan and an institutional plan. It should be noted that not all of the more desirable features are available through the free basic plan.




        	•
	Assign2. Assign2 seems to stand out in the robust statistics it can provide, including data on the amount of time the instructor spends grading a particular problem. For instructors planning to scan and upload student work, the system uses QR code technology to match submissions to students. Additionally, Assign2 is in the process of developing a number of new features, including tools to grade code and a grouping feature similar to that of Gradescope. They seem to have the easiest workaround for non-traditional grading schemes. Finally, they are the most budget-friendly option in this list.




        	•
	Crowdmark. Crowdmark, developed by a mathematician and his graduate student, aims to improve dialogue between students and instructors, as well as to scale human-to-human interactions. Crowdmark is very intentional about keeping the ownership of data in the hands of the students and faculty, making it readily available for distribution and assessment purposes. Crowdmark also utilizes QR-code technology that helps match students to their submissions, which is quite useful for instructors who scan and upload a large amount of student work. The pricing structure depends upon a number of factors. However, unlike with Gradescope, all features are available to all users.




        	•
	Pearson’s Freehand Grader. For those of you already using Pearson’s MyLab and Mastering online homework system, you have access to their Freehand Grader tool. While this tool is less developed than the others in this list, it has the advantage that it is free to those already using MyLab and Mastering. This is the one tool on the list that does not allow the instructor to easily scan and upload student work, as it is aimed more toward homework grading than exam grading, but it does have the other features that help grade student-submitted work more quickly, including the ability to build and alter the rubric as you go and to grade problem-by-problem, which is often better for consistency.




      
      We hope you found something new that can save you some time while helping support your students as they learn. By carefully thinking about both your grading policies and which tools you will employ, you can make this aspect of your job easier, more supportive of student learning, and (maybe!) more fun. Happy Grading!
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