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Grading Green: Online Strategies for Grading in an Era of Budget Cuts 
 
The stereotypical faculty office piled high with stacks of papers, many waiting to be graded, may 
have to become a thing of the past as departmental budgets look for ways to trim printing and 
copying costs. While it may seem logical to ask faculty to reduce printing by grading online, we 
have to remember that those handwritten comments and markups have always been viewed as 
one sign of the personal communication between faculty members and individual students. As 
we explore alternatives to such grading, we should keep in mind some methods that maintain that 
personal communication, while saving a few trees and a few cartridges of ink in the process. 
Here are a few suggestions that you might like to try alone or in combination: 
 

Writing in the Body of the Text 
  
Just as we handwrite in the spaces and margins of printed text, we can add typed comments in 
the body of a text that address responses, right or wrong answers, writing concerns. Using a 
different font or font color, in addition to placing comments in brackets, helps to differentiate 
instructor comments from student writing. Here is an example of how it would appear to 
students: 

 
 
In such a document, students can easily read the comments, as sometimes opposed to our 
handwriting. One disadvantage is the lack of proofreader's marks that some instructors like to 
use, but students may like having more full-sentence comments. 
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Using the Microsoft Word Comments Feature 
 
In the Review ribbon in Word 2007, you can choose to add a New Comment wherever your 
cursor is placed or next to highlighted text. Like writing directly in the text, this feature allows 
you and the student to connect your comments to the area of concern. Unlike writing in the body 
of the text, the Comments feature does not intrude in the text, but locates your comment in a 
callout bubble in the margin. 
 

 
 
 

To insure that students are able to read your comments, the document can be saved as a PDF 
before returning to students. 
 

Writing Comments in a Rubric 
 
In addition to writing some comments directly in the body of the text or in comment bubbles in 
the margins, or as an alternative to these more-intrusive methods, all grading comments can be 
written on a rubric that is used to distinguish graded elements of the assignment. Particularly in 
writing assignments, whether essays or reports, an accompanying rubric can be used by students 
to reflect on performance in different areas, one at a time. In-text comments may move from one 
element to another, and may be difficult for students to analyze. As suggested, though, rubrics 
can be used with in-text comments for a comprehensive approach to grading electronically. This 
example of a rubric separates the assignment into graded elements. Other rubrics might be more 
detailed, showing the grading standards for each element:  
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Inserting Audio Comments in Adobe Acrobat Pro PDFs or Screen Recording 
 
Under Tools > Comment & Markup > Record Audio Comment, you can record a voice comment 
in one or multiple spots in your PDF document. Acrobat inserts an audio icon directly in the text, 
where students can double-click the icon to hear your comments. This certainly helps to add back 
that personal touch to grading, although students would need to have access to a computer with 
Adobe Acrobat in order to use this feature. 
 

 
 
An audio comment might be appropriate where you need to make a long comment that would 
take up too much space in the text, or where you want to be sure that your purpose or tone of 
voice is not misconstrued, as often happens in writing. It may even be that students perceive 
typed comments as more formal and cold than handwritten or audio comments, which could add 
to a misunderstanding of your meaning. 
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Alternative methods of recording comments can be devised, for example recording in Camtasia 
Relay or Jing (above) or any other screen recording software, in which you would essentially be 
making a video tutorial of yourself grading the paper and talking about the passages you are 
highlighting in the open document in Word. 
 

Good Practice for Document Submission 
 

File Formats 
In order for you to efficiently grade electronically, set up strict guidelines for student preparation 
of documents. You might begin by surveying student word processing software to see if they 
need instructions on file types. In general, if programs other than Microsoft Word do not produce 
.doc or .docx types, they will usually save in Rich Text Format (.rtf), a universal file type that 
you can open with Word. If you need or prefer a PDF, you may need to re-save some files from 
your students, depending on their available software, or you can instruct them on the process. 

File Naming Conventions 
In order to perform in this increasingly electronic world, our students need to understand good 
file naming procedures, so that recipients of electronic documents know their purpose and who 
sent them. Here are a few examples of document filenames for a student named Robinson: 
 

robinsonnarrativefinal.doc    robinsondraft2.rtf 
robinsontakehomeessay.docx    robinsonenglishpeerreview.pdf 

 
A single formula for the class is easiest, because students can simply plug in their names. 
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Blackboard Assignments Feature 
The advantage of using the Blackboard Assignments feature is that you can download all 
submitted documents into one folder on your computer directly from the column for that 
assignment in the Bb Grade Center. 
 

                         
 
 
These practices and illustrations show that you can craft a method of grading online without 
taxing your printing budget—if you are lucky enough to have one these days. The change will 
require some effort and a commitment to adapt methods to the types of assignments that you give 
and receive, and the AECs at each campus are available to support your exploration of these 
methods, although we can't assist with your grading load. :-) 
 
Please contact your campus AEC for support using technology for pedagogical purposes: 
 
EASTERN CAMPUS 
ESS 3300 
Barbara Pittman, PhD 
Instructional Technologist 
216 987-2154 
Barbara.Pittman@tri-c.edu 
Steve Ahern, AAB 
Instructional Support Specialist 
216 987-2172 

METROPOLITAN CAMPUS 
MSS 313 
Cindy Potteiger, MEd 
Instructional Technologist 
216 987-3674 
Cynthia.Potteiger@tri-c.edu 
Jennie Devaney, BA 
Instructional Support Specialist 
216 987-4904 

WESTERN CAMPUS 
WSS 203 
William Fogarty, MEd 
Instructional Technologist 
216 987-5404 
William.Fogarty@tri-c.edu 
Jeffrey Ballinger, BS 
Instructional Support Specialist 
216 987-5463 

 
Blackboard support for these methods is available from eLearning & Innovation: 
 
eLearning & Innovation 
MMC 56B 
Susan Berry 
eLearning Technology Support Specialist 
216 987-4143 
Susan.Berry@tri-c.edu 

eLearning & Innovation 
Linda Feddrix,  
eLearning Technology Support Specialist 
216 987-3242 
Linda.Feddrix@tri-c.edu 

 


