CHAPTER 1
Introduction: the USW Study Skills Service
The University of South Wales Study Skills Service offers advice, information and resources to help USW students raise their aspirations, improve their academic performance and develop transferrable skills.
In this ebook series we are now also making much of our support information and guidance available to anyone who is interested in improving study skills, whether student, parent or lifelong learner.
Study skills — or study strategies — are approaches applied to learning. The various skills, concepts and principles needed to become a better learner should help improve your performance, employability and learning throughout your life.
In this Study Skills series, we will be giving you ebooks on:
Tip! Printing sections from this ebook
If you would like to print any of the chapters from this book, you can download PDF versions from the USW Study Skills website.
CHAPTER 2
All Types of Assignment: Core Skills
These core skills will be of relevance for any type of assignment, including:
SECTION 1
Preparation
Organising and planning an assignment can make the actual writing of it a much less daunting prospect.
There is no single strategy for doing this, as what works for one student may not necessarily work for another. There are, however, some tried and tested methods that help make the task less stressful. Good organisational and time management skills will make for a much less stressful time. If you are feeling a bit overwhelmed by it all, remember, it does get easier with practice! Honestly!
Before writing
Before you begin writing, it is important that you fully assess and understand the task at hand. Think about:
Collecting information
Read through a variety of sources such as text books, journals, newspaper articles, and also examine internet sites. While the latter is a valuable research tool, it is important that you use reputable sites. Please note that internet data is not subject to the same kind of scrutiny as are books or journals.
Recording information
It is important to keep a full and accurate account of sources (author, date, title, publisher details, web addresses and page numbers) for your bibliography/reference list at the end of the assignment. This avoids wasting time chasing after missing bits of data at the writing up stage of your assignment.
Planning your piece of work
Assignment plans can help to keep you focused. Here are some suggestions for planning:
How detailed you decide to make your plan is really up to you. Some people sketch out a loose ‘open’ structure, while others go into far more detail. Below is an example of a general plan:
Title |
Introduction |
Main Body Present evidence for, evidence against, and an evaluation of that evidence. Alternative theories: evidence for, evidence against, evaluation of evidence and possibly why alternative theories are not, or are, convincing. Again, it might be a good idea to keep evidence in separate folders or use a colour scheme so you can easily find specific pieces of information. |
Conclusion |
Checklist for an assignment plan
Ask yourself:
SECTION 2
Reading effectively
Most higher education courses require a lot of reading. Below are some guidelines that should help you to read in a more efficient manner.
Gathering information
Make sure that you read the most relevant and understandable materials you can find: you have little hope of answering a question well if you don't select literature that is directly related to what you want to find out. Gathering reading material can take a long time: you might need to reserve or send away for books and journal articles. You might have to be persistent to get what you need. Below is a list of places to look.
It is worth familiarising yourself with journals and databases early on in your course. Ask your library’s staff if you need help.
Use a reading strategy
Before you start reading any book, journal or web page, remind yourself what information you are looking for. Not every book you read will be relevant, and with most academic books you will probably only need to read selective parts. The purpose of a useful reading strategy is not for you to read more books (necessarily), but to read each of them more effectively.
The SQ3R technique
To help you read more effectively, one useful tool to remember is SQ3R. This stands for:
Survey
The survey stage ought to last for no more than a few minutes. During this time quickly scan the book looking for clues about information relevant to you. Take a quick look at the:
Skim through the book looking at:
If you find a relevant chapter or section, then look at the:
Question
Better questions at this stage will lead to a better understanding about what you are reading. Therefore, ask yourself questions about what you are about to read. This stage ought to take no more than one or two minutes.
One useful approach is to turn headings into questions. So if the heading is The Doctor–Patient Relationship, your question might be “What do I already know about the Doctor-Patient Relationship?” or “How is the Doctor-Patient Relationship relevant to my essay on Medical Ethics?”
Read
It may seem strange to only now be starting to read in detail, but by working through the first two stages, you will have already started to develop an understanding about the text you are about to read. Some ideas to help you read more effectively include:
Research indicates that within only two hours most readers will have forgotten over 50% of what they have read, within 6 months, over 90%. If you’ve spent an afternoon reading in the library, the only way to make that a useful investment of time is to continue all the stages and, therefore, also make use of the tips in the next two sections.
Recall
We have suggested that it is not productive to read solidly for more than half an hour at a time. A good way of taking a break every 30 minutes is to take a few minutes to recall what you have just read. The best way to do this is:
Review
The simple action of recalling will considerably improve your ability to remember what you have learnt. However, to really understand the subject in a way that can be used to write essays or sit exams, you also need to review what you have read. At the end of your time spent reading, take a few minutes re-reading the notes you have made.
At a later date
Look back through your notes, it often helps to re-write the key words, highlight or underline them. By re-reading your notes after one month, you will be storing them in your long-term memory and making it much easier to revise and write your coursework.
Some solutions to two common problems
If you find it hard to understand a text, you could try:
If you find reading boring, you could try motivating yourself by:
SECTION 3
Plagiarism
Plagiarism is academic misconduct. It happens when you use another person’s words, ideas, opinions, data or diagrams without acknowledging them as such.
To plagiarise is to give the impression that you have written, thought or discovered something that you have actually ‘borrowed’ from another by failing to acknowledge it appropriately. It is cheating, whether you mean to cheat or not, and can have serious consequences.
A good university essay or report should incorporate the work and ideas of other people: proving you have done your research, and used published data and views to back up your own opinions and arguments. Plagiarism occurs when you fail to acknowledge the sources of the ideas and data you use in your work.
Acknowledging your sources
There are four acceptable ways you can include the work of others in your essay or report:
All of the above are important writing techniques but they should not be all your essay contains. You will need to demonstrate your own understanding and ability to link ideas and concepts, using the above techniques only to support your own point of view. Remember, referring to other people’s work is only wrong, and plagiaristic, when you don’t acknowledge your source.
Why does it matter?
It would be wrong for you to receive credit (and marks) for a piece of work that is not entirely your own. Your tutor will always assume that whatever you write is your own, except where you have clearly stated otherwise by inserting appropriate references.
What are the consequences?
Every university treats plagiarism as a serious disciplinary offence which cannot be excused by claiming that you didn’t know you were doing it. If you are found guilty, marks could be lost, potentially resulting in a fail grade for your assignment. In extreme cases you could be expelled. By properly acknowledging and referencing your sources you should avoid plagiarism. If in doubt, ask!
Making your own contribution clear and avoiding plagiarism
You should clearly acknowledge (by referencing properly) everything you ‘borrow’ from others. Making clear to the reader which parts of your work come from what you have read (or for example, seen in a TV programme or heard on the radio), and which contain your own ideas is very important. You must be meticulous in referencing any material that you have drawn on or directly copied (quoted) into your essay.
Many students use information that to them is ‘common knowledge’. However, what actually constitutes this can be difficult to determine and therefore it is advisable to identify an appropriate source whenever possible.
Whilst the internet is a valuable research tool, it is plagiarism if you create an essay this way. You should also remember that cutting and pasting large amounts of text from the internet is not permissible. Short quotations, a diagram or graphic from this source can be used but must be acknowledged and referenced clearly.
Tip!
If you didn’t know the fact, statement or point of view before you began your study programme, you must reference it.
When you work with other students
Copying the work of another student (in whole or part), with or without their consent, is plagiarism. Even if you have been working closely with another student or group, the individual work of the student should not contain the same quotations, words or structure. It is important to demonstrate that the essay is your own work by not only showing that you have selected your own quotations, but also that you are capable of summarising and structuring your own work independently.
A practical exercise to help you understand plagiarism and how to avoid being accused of it
The following paragraph has been taken from: Curtis, S. and Williams, J. (2002) ‘The reluctant workforce: Undergraduates’ part-time employment’, Education & Training, 44(1), pp. 5-10.
Example paragraph
“The majority of students continue to enjoy university life and employment can lead to permanent jobs. Companies are recruiting undergraduates for vacation work in their second year and The Times (Fletcher, 1999) reports that Procter and Gamble eventually employ more than a quarter of these summertime workers. Many students are able to utilise their part-time work experience when applying for permanent jobs, and can give examples of handling money, dealing with customers and taking responsibility from even the most mundane jobs (Loizou, 2000).” |
Based on the book paragraph above, study the examples of the essay insertions given below and decide which would/could be accused of plagiarism. These examples use the Harvard style of referencing. After you’ve done this, read the comments that follow, which give an explanation of whether each example is correct or not.
Essay paragraph: example 1
Most students continue to enjoy university life and employment often leads to permanent jobs. Companies are recruiting undergraduates for vacation work in their second year with some going on to eventually employ more than a quarter of these summertime workers. Many students are able to utilise their part-time work experience when applying for permanent jobs, and can give examples of handling money, dealing with customers and taking responsibility from even the most mundane jobs. |
Essay paragraph: example 2
Studies on student employment have shown that students enjoy life at university and that very often, part-time work often leads to a permanent job. Companies tend to employ second year students for vacation work, with some organisations going on to employ nearly a quarter of these workers permanently. When applying for full time positions, students can extract skills from even the most mundane jobs; these might include customer service skills and taking responsibility for cash (Curtis and Williams, 2002). |
Essay paragraph: example 3
In their study Curtis & Williams (2002) found that most “…students continue to enjoy university life and employment can lead to permanent jobs”. A recent study by Fletcher (1999) reported that one company, Proctor and Gamble, “…eventually employ more than a quarter of these summertime workers”. Citing the work of Loizou(2000), Curtis & Williams state that part-time work experience can be exploited when making job applications and that a range of skills and experience can be extracted from even the most ordinary jobs. |
Essay paragraph: example 4
Curtis & Williams (2002, p.5), studying the benefits of part-time employment for undergraduates, found that most “…students continue to enjoy university life” and in relation to vacation work, “…employment can lead to permanent jobs”. A recent study by Fletcher (1999 cited in Curtis and Williams, 2002, p.10) found that at least a quarter of the students Proctor and Gamble had employed during the summer were eventually offered full-time jobs with the company. Citing the work of Loizou (2000), Curtis & Williams (2002, p. 11) go on to suggest that part-time work experience can be exploited when making job applications and add to Loizou’s point suggesting that a range of skills, such as money handling and customer care experience can be extracted from the most ordinary jobs (Curtis and Williams, 2002, p.11). |
Comments on the examples
Example 1
This is a clear case of plagiarism. It has been copied almost word for word from the original with no acknowledgment of the work of others. Even if your lecturer didn’t recognise the text/source (and on the whole he or she will), he/she would want to know how you came to conclude such things as ‘companies prefer to employ second year students’ or that ‘a quarter of students are eventually employed full time by their summer vacation employers’!
Example 2
Whilst an attempt has been made to paraphrase the text, again this piece has not been referenced correctly and could be viewed as plagiarism. The entire work has been attributed to Curtis and Williams, even though the information came from the research and work of others (in this instance, Fletcher, 1999 and Loizou, 2000). You must always acknowledge secondary references. This is when you get the information ‘second hand’ from a book or journal instead of referring to the original source. You must also ensure that you include the correct details in your reference list.
Example 3
Although this is a much better attempt, it has not been referenced correctly. Direct quotations have been used from a primary source: “…students continue to enjoy university life” and “employment can lead to permanent jobs”, and are correctly placed within quotation marks. However, when referencing quotations, the author(s) surname and date should be accompanied by a page number, for example, Curtis & Williams (2002, p. 5). Furthermore, all secondary references should also include a page number. For example: Citing the work of Loizou (2000), Curtis & Williams (2002, p. 11) go on to …
Example 4
Whilst this is a summary of the original text, it clearly acknowledges the work of all those who contributed to the information in the article and would not be considered plagiarism. Quotations have been acknowledged, placed in quotation marks with page numbers included. Secondary references have been clearly identified, again with page numbers included. Note also that a page number has been included to indicate that a specific point has been paraphrased. This information, with your reference list at the end of the essay or report, would enable your reader to determine the source and precisely where they could find it.
NOTE: Incorporating references into your written work is covered further in Chapter 3, Section 3: Quotation.
A final note on plagiarism
Remember: when you have used a source in your text, you must also provide a full reference list at the end of your work. If you are unsure how to do this, it is covered in Chapter 4: All Types of Assignment: Referencing.
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 3
All Types of Assignment: Writing and Editing
These writing and editing skills will be of relevance for any type of assignment, including:
SECTION 1
Writing in an academic style
Try to include some analysis rather than rely on description — this means going beyond what something is to consider why, how and according to whom. Always back up claims/points/statements by including the work of other writers you have read and always remember to reference them.
Some examples:
Avoid writing in the first person, ‘I’, unless you have been asked to do so by your lecturer | |
✗ | ✓ |
I am going to write about… | This essay will discuss/discusses… |
In this section I analyse the importance of effective academic writing in students’ assignments. | Effective academic writing is an aspect that makes a significant contribution to students’ assignments. There are a number of reasons for this. |
Use formal language rather than a conversational style | |
✗ | ✓ |
Things | Aspects |
Chat | Converse / Discuss |
Make | Create |
Did | Undertook |
Refrain from using contractions, | |
✗ | ✓ |
don’t | do not |
shouldn’t | should not |
it’s | it is |
Avoid generalisations — remember there is usually more than one way of looking at something | |
✗ | ✓ |
Academic writing is difficult. | A number of studies have revealed that many students find academic writing difficult. |
Avoid overloading sentences with so much information that they become confused and unclear | |
✗ | ✓ |
The results proved strongly that the service was required, within the school environment, at the end of the school day being the most popular time, and a high percentage feeling it should be offered to the lower age groups. | The results proved strongly that the service was required within the school environment. The end of the school day was found to be the most popular time. A high percentage of respondents felt that the service should be offered to the lower age groups. |
SECTION 2
Writing in a precise manner
Using the right words
Choose only words you are sure convey the right meaning.
Exercise 1: Fill the gaps | Which is the right word? |
The ________ was undertaken by a number of researchers. | enquiry or inquiry |
The two answers were identical to _________. | each other or one another |
Avoid using numerous words when one word would be better. This is known as circumlocution.
For example:
✗ | ✓ |
In spite of the fact that | Although |
At this precise moment in time | Now |
Avoid saying the same thing twice using different words. This is known as tautology and leads to sentences which lack clarity.
For example:
✗ | ✓ |
As an extra added bonus | As a bonus |
My own personal opinion | My opinion |
The reason for this is because | Because |
Use prepositions correctly to indicate temporal (of time), spatial (of space) or logical relationships of objects to the rest of the sentence.
For example:
Spatial | The book is on the table. |
Spatial | She held the book over the table |
Temporal | She read the book during class. |
Exercise 2: Fill the gaps | Which preposition would you choose? |
Each section is independent ____ the other. | upon or of or to or with |
Your recommendations should correspond ____ the report's findings. | upon or of or to or with |
Exercise answers
Exercise 1 | An 'enquiry' is a question; an 'inquiry' is an investigation. So “The inquiry was undertaken…” 'Each other' is used when referring to two; 'one another' is used when referring to more than two: So “The two answers were identical to each other.” |
Exercise 2 | The correct preposition is: 'of’ in the first question. You either 'correspond to' an object or 'correspond with' a person. So “… correspond to the report’s findings.” |
Using numbers
Use numbers to help your reader get an exact picture of what it is you are trying to convey.
For example, in a political or news statement:
✗ | ✓ |
"Many people were injured and it is feared that a considerably larger number than first expected may be dead". | "Although at first it was thought the number of deaths was low, it is now feared that the number has risen to 58. Therefore, of the 300 people involved in this incident, 210 people were injured and unfortunately there are still 32 unaccounted for". |
If you are able to use numbers or tables to help your reader, do so — but remember these points:
Do not leave a space between the number and the symbol or abbreviation; for example: | 45% 28°C 85km |
Do not put a full stop after the symbol unless it comes at the end of a sentence. | |
When making a symbol or abbreviation plural do not add 's’; for example: | cm = centimetre and centimetres km = kilometre and kilometres l = litre and litres |
Never use a number at the beginning of a sentence, use words; for example: | “Seventeen people were named…” “Fifty-eight people were killed during…” |
Numbers less than 100 should be written in words, with two exceptions: |
4m (or four metres) 2% (or two per cent) |
Avoid putting two numbers together; for example: | ✗ There were 4 14-year-olds. ✓ There were four 14-year-olds. |
Proofreading
Proofreading involves scanning your work for errors. You can eliminate mistakes in grammar, punctuation and formatting if you do this continuously when writing. This should then lead to the completion of a more precise and competent piece of work.
Proofreading tools, e.g. in Word, are useful, but will not catch all mistakes — and may even introduce errors in some situations — so use them, but make sure you also read and re-read throughly yourself.
Tip!
If possible, schedule in a break of a few days between writing and proofreading, so that you read your text with ‘fresh eyes’. Try to read it from the perspective of the audience, who will not have your assumptions of what you mean.
SECTION 3
Quotations
Direct quotation is the use of someone’s exact words or the exact words from a text. It is important to differentiate between your own words and a direct quotation. If you don’t do this when writing academic assignments, you may be accused of plagiarism and be penalised.
As with other aspects of grammar and punctuation, there is some diversity of opinion over the rules of quotation. Check your student handbook to find out your faculty’s preferred approach; otherwise, the recommendations below are acceptable.
Short quotations
For a short quotation (usually less than three lines) use a pair of double (“ ”) quotation marks (or speech marks), and incorporate it into your text. Quotation marks must only encompass what someone has actually said:
For example:
According to Dexter and Wash (1995, pp. 32-33), “silence may be as effective as verbal communication.” |
Any words that are not part of the quotation must be placed outside the quotation marks.
For example:
According to Dexter and Wash (1995, pp. 32-33), “silence may be as effective as verbal communication” when used appropriately and in the right context. |
Note that:
Long quotations
The best way to present longer quotations is to indent them (using the indent button on the keyboard). If you do this, there is no need to use quotation marks as well. As a demonstration, look at what Goldsmith has to say about grammar and learning.
For example:
In the context of business research methods: The doctrine of positivism is extremely difficult to pin down and therefore to outline in a precise manner, because it is used in a number of ways by authors. For some it is a descriptive category — one that describes a philosophical position that can be discerned in research — though there are still disagreements about what it comprises (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 16). |
Note that:
Some additional points:
If you want to quote parts of a passage and omit some words, phrases or sentences, you can do this by inserting an ellipsis (…).
For example:
The doctrine of positivism is extremely difficult to pin down … because it is used in a number of ways by authors (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 16). |
If you need to insert some of your own words into a quotation for clarity, use square brackets ([ ]).
For example:
The doctrine of positivism is extremely difficult to pin down [despite the fact that there have been many attempts made to do so] and therefore to outline in a precise manner, because it is used in a number of ways by authors (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 16). |
If you want to indicate that a mistake or anomaly in a quote is not an error on your part, put the Latin word sic, which means ‘thus’, within square brackets [sic] immediately after it.
For example:
There is major criticism of plagiarism in academic circles with lecturers agreeing that such behavior’s [sic] should not be tolerated (Morgan, 2011). |
SECTION 4
Editing your work
Editing is a commonly neglected part of the writing process and can seem a luxury to those who rush to hand in assignments at the last minute. Effective editing can make a huge difference to a final piece of work however.
The editing process
The first challenge is to organise your time so that you can put a final draft aside for a day or so before giving it one last review. When you do, it is probably best to read your work aloud so that you capture what you have actually written rather than what you think you have written. If you can, find a well-informed friend to read through your work too: that will really test whether you have communicated clearly and grammatically.
Common weaknesses and errors
Lecturers commonly make the following sorts of criticisms about written assignments:
At a more detailed level students often have problems with:
The following checklist provides a structure for editing your work. It will also help you identify persistent weaknesses that might need special attention.
Editing checklist
Content and argument
Structure
Style
Presentation
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 4
All Types of Assignment: Referencing
These referencing skills will be of relevance for any type of assignment, including:
SECTION 1
What is 'referencing'?
Referencing is the acknowledgement of information, data and ideas from sources you use/refer to in your own work.
Information to support your coursework is available from various sources:
In order to record the sources you use properly, you have to follow a referencing system.
All referencing systems have two components:
A bibliography is a list of other sources researched but not used in your assignment.
If you do not reference
You may be accused of plagiarism if you do not reference correctly. Plagiarism is generally defined as presenting someone else’s work or ideas as your own. It is viewed as an academic offence, or as a specific form of cheating (see separate handout entitled Plagiarism to help you avoid this).
Which referencing style should I use?
Mostly referencing systems fall into two categories:
Each category requires you to record your references in a different way. It is important to identify the style required by your faculty or module/course tutors. This information is usually available in your course/module handbook(s).
Tip! Print off the guide you need to use
Having identified the required style, we advise that you print off/download the relevant style guide to keep by you as you work. If you would like to use the University of South Wales guides, you can find them in the Self-directed learning section of our Study Skills website.
SECTION 2
When to reference
These simple flow charts (adapted from Harris, 2001) should help you decide when to cite (i.e. reference) your research.
[2 flow charts as graphics]
SECTION 3
Incorporating references into sentences
There are several ways of incorporating reference sources into your sentences and paragraphs.
For example:
One inconclusive study (Shrensky, 1998, p. 14) suggests that smaller dogs (those weighing 9kgs or under) can be more easily taught to sing than larger dogs. Indeed, Shrensky claims that she has taught a choir of miniature poodles to sing the Hallelujah Chorus. However, these claims have been disputed as no-one has been able to replicate the experiment (Wilson and Collins, 1999). According to Wilson and Collins, “the whole idea is a load of rubbish” (Wilson and Collins, 1999, p. 55). Nevertheless, as Shrensky (1995 p. 81) has noted in an earlier paper, these kinds of studies are almost impossible to replicate without a highly-trained, specialist teacher to perform the task… |
There are several standard phrases you can use when you want to introduce a reference (whether a quotation, a paraphrase or a summary) into your essay or report. Learn how to use them, and pay attention to the punctuation.
Purpose | Examples |
You can show that you agree with the reference, or that it has validity | As Shrensky (1995) has noted in an earlier paper, poodles can be taught to sing. or Shrensky (1995) demonstrates that poodles can be taught to sing. or Miniature poodles can be taught to sing (Shrensky, 1995). |
You can show that you disagree with the reference | Shrensky (1995) alleges/claims that poodles can sing. |
You can remain neutral | According to Wilson and Collins (1999, p.55), Shrensky's study is nonsense. or Wilson and Collins (1999, p.55) state that Shrensky's study is nonsense. |
Look in your textbooks and other reading material for other ways of introducing references.
More examples |
As Bloggs (2006) points out, … |
According to Bloggs (2006), … |
Referring to …, Bloggs (2006) notes that… |
In an article entitled [Name of text], Bloggs (2006 p.34) makes the point that… |
Writing in [Name of text], Bloggs (2006) explains that… |
To quote from Bloggs (2006 p.22), “…” |
In [Name of text], Bloggs (2006) wrote that… |
Bloggs (2006) informs us that… |
Bloggs (2006) states/suggests that… |
Writing in 2006, Bloggs argued that… * |
Tip! Note the tenses
Usually, when including the work of other people (even if it was written a long way in the past), you should make it relevant to the argument you are presenting by using the present tense; e.g., ‘informs’ (not the past tense ‘informed’) or ‘notes’ (not the past tense ‘noted’).
However, when you want to indicate that something was specifically relevant to the past, you should write in the past tense, such as shown in the last example above*: “Bloggs argued…”. This makes it clear that Bloggs was arguing that point then (in 2006) even though he may now have changed his view.
(This section is adapted from Leeds University, 2003)
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 5
How to Write an Essay
SECTION 1
How to interpret essay questions
You need to fully understand what a question means before you can hope to answer it. It is worth taking time over this process so that you avoid writing a brilliant essay about the wrong issue.
Below is a two-step guide which may help you. Step one should help you to understand a question and step two should help you to get started.
Step 1: Identify the key two components within the essay question/title
1a. The subject matter
This is the term, phrase, theory and/or debate you are being asked to write about. Questions will often address a key issue or debate within a given area of study.
1b. Instructions that tell you what to do with the subject matter
Explicit instructions
Sometimes instructions are explicit in the form of direction or process words, which can also fall into two categories: descriptive and analytical (we will give a full list of commonly used terms at the end of this section).
Descriptive direction words (such as “define”, “state”, “describe”, “summarise” and “outline”) require you to describe something in your own words; they test your ability to research, prioritise and sequence material. Analytical direction words (such as “account for”, “criticise”, “discuss”, “assess” and “justify”) require you to take a stance on an issue or debate.
Implicit instructions
At other times, instructions may be implicit, that is, hidden within the phrasing of the title. You must read such questions carefully to work out what to do.
For example:
Implicit instructions | ||
Essay question/title | Subject matter | Instructions |
a.) Explain and assess Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. | The subject matter is Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. To answer this question you must know what the notion of innate ideas is and be able to identify Locke’s reasons for rejecting it. | The instructions are to explain Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas and assess Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. |
b.) A leading actress (Harriet Walter) has recently written “We tend to think of “character” as something psychologically coherent or consistent. Shakespeare doesn’t seem to think of “characters” like this.” Do you agree? | The subject matter is that we usually expect dramatic characters to be psychologically coherent and consistent and that Shakespeare thinks of them differently. | The instructions this time are not so explicit. You would probably choose to explain or interpret what Harriet Walters meant when she wrote what she did and then to justify whether or not you think she was right. You may need to illustrate your case with examples. |
Step 2: Rewrite the essay question/title as a series of smaller questions
Sometimes it is difficult to keep the meaning of an essay title fixed in your mind because it isn’t phrased in a simple way; this can make you wander from the point in your reading and writing. The process of rewriting a whole question into a series of smaller questions or phrases can provide a focus for thinking, researching, and structuring your response.
For examples, returning to the titles above, we could ask the following questions:
Implicit instructions | |
Essay question/title | Subsidiary questions |
a.) Explain and assess Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas. | What are innate ideas? What were Locke’s reasons for rejecting the notion of innate ideas? What evidence is there to justify his claim? What alternative viewpoints are there? Would we agree with Locke today? |
b.) A leading actress (Harriet Walter) has recently written “We tend to think of “character” as something psychologically coherent or consistent. Shakespeare doesn’t seem to think of “characters” like this.” Do you agree? | What does “psychologically consistent or coherent” mean? Do we tend to think of “characters” as psychologically consistent or coherent? Does Shakespeare tend to think of “characters” as psychologically coherent or consistent? If not, how does he seem to think of them and how is this illustrated? If so, what evidence is there to demonstrate this? |
Warning!
Watch out for the following, too:
Commonly used direction words
Term | Meaning |
Account for | Give reasons for, provide a thorough explanation. |
Analyse | Find the main ideas and show how they are related and why they are important. |
Comment on | Discuss, criticise, or explain its meaning as completely as possible. |
Compare | Show both the similarities and differences. |
Contrast | Explore the differences between two things. |
Criticise | Give your judgment or reasoned opinion of something, showing its good and bad points. |
Define | Give the formal meaning by distinguishing it from related terms. |
Describe | Write a detailed account or verbal picture in a logical sequence or story form. |
Discuss | Explore something from different points of view. |
Enumerate | Name and list the main ideas one by one. Number them. |
Evaluate | Give your opinion or some expert’s opinion of the truth or importance of something. You should outline any advantages and disadvantages. |
Examine | Investigate. |
Explain | Give reasons for. |
Identify | Point out the main features. |
Illustrate | Explain or make it clear by concrete examples, comparisons, or analogies. |
Interpret | Give the meaning, using examples, evidence and personal comments to make it clear. |
Justify | Give a statement of why you think it is so. Give reasons for your statement and conclusion. |
Outline | Give a general summary. It should contain a series of main ideas supported by secondary ideas. Omit minor details and examples. |
Prove | Show by argument or logic that it is true. |
Relate | Show the connections between things, telling how one causes or is like another. |
Review | Give a survey or summary in which you look at the important parts and criticise where needed. |
State | Describe the main points in precise terms. Be formal. Use brief, clear sentences. Omit details and examples. |
Summarise | Give a brief, condensed account of the main ideas. Omit details and examples. |
Trace | Follow the progress or history of the subject. |
SECTION 2
How to structure an essay
It is important to organise and present your information as clearly as possible. A well structured essay, which progresses paragraph by paragraph, is going to earn you significantly more marks than one which is poorly organised and leaves the reader feeling confused.
All academic essays need to begin with an introduction, progress an argument using a series of paragraphs (main body) and end with a conclusion.
Introduction
The introduction is vital in showing the reader just how well you have understood the question set and in indicating how you have answered it. This involves providing enough background knowledge to put the essay into context, and enough information so that the reader will know which aspects your essay concentrates on.
A good introduction will:
For example:
Labour politics provided more than a purely party political element to the lives of its supporters. It often deviated from the seriousness of the standard political agenda by way of a varied social calendar that succeeded in elevating the lighter side of human existence. In many ways, these aspects were central to the formation of a sense of identity and belonging; to what Marriot (1991, p. 5) refers to as a “culture of labourism”. This essay argues that the Labour Women’s Sections made a noticeable contribution to the formation of socialist communities in their local areas not only by attracting women to the party, but also through their inclusion of children in local events. It considers the extent to which their work highlighted the inextricable link between politics and pleasure in communities in South Wales, by way of an analysis of some the ‘social’ activities that were organised by the women of the party. | Background/context |
Main areas to be covered in essay |
Paragraphs in the main body
It is important that the essay is structured in a series of well organised, themed paragraphs.
Effective paragraphs should:
For example:
Women made a distinct contribution to the formation of Labour communities through their inclusion of children in local events. Mass canvassing was one of the areas which saw women and children working together in a novel manner to aid Labour’s success. By this time, women had established an impressive track-record in innovative pageantry on behalf of the party and so were able to use this in their roles as party canvassers (Evans and Jones, 2005, p. 109; Newman, 2010, p. 29). This kind of involvement was of obvious attraction to the communities’ children. Elizabeth Andrews (1948, p. 28), looking back at her time as women’s organiser for Wales, recalled mass canvassing with children in fancy-dress who, with their improvised bands, played a great part in arousing enthusiasm. In historian John Marriott’s words, these kinds of occasions “became public celebrations of collective identities…”(Marriott, 1991, p. 180). He maintains that children’s participation in particular derived more from a sense of fun than political consciousness although he also suggests that for many people, young and old, there was an “instinctive, traditional identification with the party” (Marriott, 1991, pp. 182-183). Evidence suggests that by involving children in events of these kinds, women played a part in creating such identification. | Topic sentence(s) |
Subject developed using research/ analysis | |
Closing sentence of paragraph |
Conclusion
Finishing an assignment strongly is just as important as beginning it in a structured and informative way. The conclusion is important in highlighting the main issues raised in the essay and in stressing their relevance to the essay question or title. A well constructed, thoughtful conclusion reinforces the impact of the essay.
A good conclusion will:
For example:
The social activities organised by the Labour Women’s Sections clearly played a significant role in uniting members and by doing so furthered the Labour cause. While involving women and children did much to widen Labour’s appeal, the inclusion of children also ensured that the next generation was introduced to Labour at an early age. An analysis of the social agenda developed by Labour women reveals that it was politically motivated and had obvious party political repercussions. So, Labour women can be seen as supplying a much needed element of social life to local people, that of pleasure and enjoyment. This essay maintains that aspects such as these were essential components in establishing a sense of community identity that was distinctively Labour in nature. As well as the pleasure which these kinds of activities brought, belonging to such a collective was important to both individual and ideological survival. | Summary of main points |
Concluding statements |
SECTION 3
How to write an argument
Presenting effective arguments is at the heart of good essay writing — in almost every essay you should aim to make an overall point in response to some issue or debate.
That doesn’t mean you have to argue for something you don’t believe in. Strive for accuracy and make claims, however small, that you can justify as a result of your research.
Consider the following:
Structuring and writing up your argument
The following points are a useful guide to writing up your argument in a clear and structured way:
For example:
This essay discusses issues of discrimination relating to adults with disabilities in Wales, and will draw upon the legislative and cultural, to examine this topic. Although there are many and varied manifestations of disability, this assignment will primarily focus on persons with physical impairments. Reference will be made to the multifarious nature of discrimination, and the meaning of power, discrimination and oppression, from the perspective of service users, will also be comprehensively addressed. The essay begins with a comprehensive definition of discrimination and describes how the term need not always, according to Thompson (2006), be negative. |
For example:
In conclusion then, it is clear that in Wales, the Welsh Assembly Government is fully engaged with issues relating to equality and diversity. It actively seeks to encourage organisations to promote anti discriminatory practice in accordance with its Code of Practice (2002) through the provision of appropriate and sensitive services that are needs-led, rather than resource driven. The legislation formulated to counter discrimination helps to ensure that those in our society who are disadvantaged, whether that be through physical or mental disability, are provided with opportunities to achieve their goals and ambitions. We have also seen that whilst power is a complex issue it can be seen as a creative as well as a controlling force and can serve to maintain equity between professionals and those with disabilities. Clearly then, difference is something to be valued positively and the unique nature of individuals and groups with physical disabilities should always be accepted and respected (Social Care Institute of Excellence, 2006). |
(Extracts adapted from an essay by anonymous student, 2008)
Developing your arguments in essays
You can present an argument in an essay by:
Tip!
Back up your argument throughout your essay with relevant data, examples and academic work in order to provide a balanced, well rounded and informed discussion that looks at your topic from varied angles.
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 6
How to Write a Report
Report writing can play a crucial part in many professions. There are many different types of report, ranging from the highly technical to the descriptive.
However, they all share certain characteristics: Reports are usually written in a concise style, giving precise detail, and presented under clear headings (and sub-headings), so that readers can find information easily and quickly. All reports require an investigation of some sort.
Establishing the purpose of the report
Before deciding what features you should put into a report, ask yourself:
What type of report is it? | Scientific, experimental, technical, research, survey, theory, student project. |
What is the intended output? | Student project, thesis, part of coursework, dissertation, publication, internet, company. |
Who will be reading it? | Supervisor, experts in the field, non-experts, technical people, fellow students, general readers. |
These questions will help you determine the report’s style, purpose and level. The answers will indicate the structure, sections, chapter headings and amount of technical language expected in your report. If there is any doubt in your mind ask your supervisor, or the person who has asked you for the report.
SECTION 1
Planning your report
Ask yourself: “What do I need to think about when I begin writing?”
The use of headings
Each section should be given a heading that indicates the nature of its content. You may wish to use sub-headings within each section dealing with different types of related subject matter.
The data to be included
This should be as clear and accurate as possible. You may wish to use graphs, tables or charts. These may be included in the main body of your report but are more often found as appendices.
The style of writing
A report is usually written in a focused way. Any description of your research methods should be written in a way that is precise enough to allow someone else to duplicate your research exactly. You should not include any unnecessary detail or description.
The order of material
Don’t be too concerned about the order of the material at first. Begin writing with whatever section you feel most comfortable with. You can rearrange your sections to suit the overall structure your report requires once the whole investigation/project is finished.
SECTION 2
Structuring your report
The typical features of any investigative report are listed in the table below. The features in capitals are normally considered essential and should form the minimum list of contents.
Tip!
You should always check with your course tutor/supervisor regarding any specific requirements for your report.
TITLE PAGE | Give your report a precise and concise title — which should encapsulate the essential purpose of the report. Also give the author(s)’ names(s) and (usually) the date. Give the name of the institution or company the report has been written for. |
SUMMARY/ABSTRACT | The summary or abstract is a brief account (one or two paragraphs) of what the report is about and its main conclusions: the “bare bones” of the report as a guide to potential readers. A reader should be able to get the gist of what is in the report from the summary and decide whether it is worth reading further. The summary of a report for a company or client is usually a little longer: up to one page of A4. It is called an ‘Executive Summary’, and lists all the main points of the report as bullet points (also known as ‘dot points’). |
Acknowledgements | Particularly relevant if you have a supervisor, or the work has been sponsored, or if someone has been of particular help to you. |
Table of contents | The main chapter headings and page numbers. Chapters can have sub-headings, and sub-sub-headings, but be aware that too many levels of sub-headings can be confusing to the reader. Chapter headings may be numbered: 1, 2, 3 etc. with sub sections numbered: 1.1, 1.2 etc. (Note that some recommended report styles do not use chapter numbers). |
List of Tables and Figures | These are particularly useful if there are a large number of tables or figures, or if the reader may want to locate one quickly, perhaps due to importance. |
INTRODUCTION | What is the problem and why is it important? This section sets the scene for the reader and will contain some of the following: |
| |
| |
| |
| |
Method | Usually found in scientific reports, to explain what you did (methods) and why you chose the methods (methodology). You many need to describe how you carried out your experiment/investigation and what materials you used (provide enough detail so that anyone wanting to repeat what you did has the necessary information). You may need to explain what statistical techniques you used. |
FINDINGS/RESULTS | What did you find out? — explain your actual findings or results. State and summarise relevant results, but at this stage do not give away any subsequent analysis or deductions. Divide your results into logical units (it can be useful to use your report aims to do this). |
DISCUSSION | Discuss the importance of your findings in relation to your initial aims and objectives. Discuss how the results relate to the topic studied, new things discovered, why things did not work — acknowledge any shortcomings in your research and recommend future improvements. |
CONCLUSION | Restate the main report aims and objectives, and summarise your findings and conclusions. Be brief and accurate. |
REFERENCES | This is a list of the works cited in your report. There are standard ways of listing and citing references. Check with your lecturers the correct system for your field. |
Bibliography | Sometimes you may need to list other works relevant to the subject which have not been cited, but which you have used for background reading for your work. |
Glossary | Rather like a dictionary of unfamiliar terms, technical words, symbols or notation. It can be placed here, or after the table of contents, or in an appendix. |
Appendices | Material that is too detailed for the main report (e.g., questionnaires used, large tables, raw data, supplementary diagrams and computer program listings) should be placed at the very end of the report in appendices (plural of ‘appendix’). Label your appendices Appendix 1, 2, 3, or Appendix A, B, C, etc, and make sure you refer to each appendix at least once in your main text. Note however that it should be possible to read the report without having to constantly refer to the appendices in detail. |
SECTION 3
Some general points on report writing
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 7
How to Write a Clinical Case Study (Nursing)
A case study is an in-depth analysis of a real-life situation or incident, as a way to illustrate content and theory to a real or simulated life situation or both. Case studies allow the learner to acquire cognitive reasoning, critical thinking, and decision-making skills.
Here are some suggestions for how to write a case study. Remember, this is just a guide! Please be aware that different supervisors/tutors often have slightly different approaches and as such, their requirements may vary. Ensure you check the guidelines provided by your faculty/department and follow these exactly.
Note
In the examples given in this chapter, the patient diagnosis is schizoaffective disorder.
SECTION 1
Topic selection and planning
Selecting the topic
The author should select a topic that is focused, reality-based, relevant, and reflects evidence of best practices in nursing. The topic can deal with a care scenario from a past nursing experience or one that highlights and emphasises the scope of current nursing practice.
Planning: writing objectives
In the planning stage, it might be helpful to write at least three objectives or outcomes that reflect what can be learnt from the case study.
For example:
At the conclusion of the case study, it should be possible to:
|
SECTION 2
How to structure a clinical case study
Developing the introduction
An introduction is one or two opening paragraphs that set the stage for the case study scenario. Within the introduction, the patient, symptoms, and related circumstances of the situation may be described and may also present the history of the patient leading up to the events to be addressed in the scenario.
For example:
J.A., a 35-year-old sanitation worker, was brought to the emergency department by her sister after being found in her home repeating “my neighbours are trying to kill me”. J.A. stated that she often hears voices and sees people who tell her to kill herself. In the emergency department J.A. was assessed and comforted. Her personal hygiene had been deteriorating and her teeth were discoloured and falling out. Her sister helped with the exam and stated that J.A. “had not shown up for work and would not answer her phone. I had to break into her house just to get to her”. |
Additional history/background
The background should include medical and nursing history; family and social history; physical examination findings).
By incorporating another paragraph or two (which might be under separate headings), the author can expand on the introduction of the case scenario. Additional information may be included to add richness, clarify the case, or expand on the background information given in the introduction. For example, laboratory or diagnostic results, physical assessment findings, or additional information about the patient’s history and illness, may be discussed, which provides supplementary information that provides a clearer perception of the problem.
For example:
J.A. has a history of schizoaffective disorder. She discontinued her medications three weeks ago. According to a study performed in 2002, encouraging medication adherence early in the course of schizoaffective disorder will actually help the patient to continue to take the medication long term (Robinson, et al. 2002). Schizoaffective disorder is characterised by an uninterrupted period of illness in which two of the following major criteria are present:
When compared with schizophrenic patients, schizoaffective patients have consistently better outcomes. However, when compared with typical affective disorder patients, schizoaffective patients have a poorer outcome. |
Family and social history
Provide pertinent details.
For example:
J.A.’s mother was diagnosed with depression when she was forty years old and committed suicide ten years after. |
Physical examination/assessment findings
For example:
J.A. was very apprehensive about letting the medical person get near her. Her sister helped with the examination. She appeared to have poor hygiene as evidenced by her unwashed hair and yellow/ black teeth. She was guarded and defensive, reported not sleeping well and a poor appetite. J.A. had little direct eye contact and was hard to keep occupied. She confirmed that she had been having hallucinations and delusions but denies that she might want to commit suicide. Her sister states that J.A. has been on numerous antipsychotic medications in the past and she cannot tolerate the side effects so she stops taking them. |
Course of care: planning/treatment/evaluation
Outline the course of care, treatments of choice and evaluate planned outcomes:
For example:
J.A was put on an antipsychotic medication, 25mg 1 time daily initially, increasing to 50 mg per day after two weeks with a target dose of 400mg per day. Review of existing studies of pharmacological agents in the treatment of schizoaffective disorder suggests that use of an antipsychotic agent is necessary (McElroy, Keck and Strakowski, 1999). Although there are many different types of treatments available, many with positive outcomes, antipsychotics are the mainstay of treatment for schizoaffective disorder (Glod, 1998). Clozapine, and antipsychotic medication, is commonly used as a last resort in patients with schizoaffective disorder. Some common side effects of Clozapine are: sedation; dizziness; hypertension; tachycardia and constipation. Nursing implications for clozapine (clozaril) include the monitoring of: mental status; blood pressure; onset of tardive dyskinesia; frequency and constancy of bowel movements; transient fever and WBC with platelets. The Manisses Community group (1999) note that Olanzapine (Zxprexa) has also been used to treat schizoaffective disorder. Some side effects of this drug are: dry mouth; constipation; weight gain; insomnia; orthostatic hypotension; tachycardia and fever. Some nursing implications for Olanzapine include monitoring of: blood pressure; mental status; onset of extrapyramidal symptoms; tardive dyskinesia and the onset of neuroleptic malignant syndrome. Treatment of patients with schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder may improve when olanzapine doses are increased above 20mg daily, and that the higher doses seem to be well tolerated (Manisses Community Group, 1999). Risperidone, also known as Risperdal, is also used in the treatment of schizoaffective disorder. It is an antipsychotic agent that works by antagonising dopamine and serotonin (NewsRX, 2002). Some common side effects of risperidone include: aggressive behaviour; headache; constipation; dry mouth; weight gain; visual disturbances and sedation. (Lacey, 1996, p.127) When caring for patients who are prescribed risperidone, nurses should monitor mental status and mood changes; blood pressure; extrapyramidal symptoms; tardive dyskinesia and neuroleptic malignant syndrome. J.A. was immediately transferred to a psychiatric unit where her medications could be monitored until she was stable and able to return to her home. She was given community group therapy information. Five days after her admission to the psychiatric unit she was discharged back into the community. Her medications were overseen by a home health care nurse and Behaviour Management Systems. She attends a group session on Tuesday evenings for people with schizoaffective disorder. |
References
A reference list should follow.
The example here is in the Harvard format:
Glod,C.A. (ed.) (1998) Contemporary psychiatric-mental health nursing: the brain-behaviour connection. Philadelphia, PA: F.A.Davis. Lacey, R. (1996) The complete guide to psychiatric drugs; a layman’s guide to anti-depressants, tranquillisers and other prescription drugs. London: Vermillion. Manisses Communications Group. (1999) ‘Higher olanzapine doses improve response in treatment refractory patients with schizophrenia and schizoaffective disorder’, Psychopharmacology Update, 10(12), p. 8. McElroy, S.L., Keck, P.E. Jr., and Strakowski, S.M. (1999) ‘An overview of the treatment of schizoaffective disorder’, Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 60, pp. 16-21. NewsRX. (2002) ‘New data suggests long-term efficacy of Risperidone’, Pain and Central Nervous System Week, January 2002, pp. 7-8. Robinson, D., Woerner, M., Alivir, J., Bilder, R., Hinrchsen, G. and Liberman, J. (2002) ‘Predictors of medication discontinuation by patients with first episode schizophrenia and schizoaffective disorder’, Schizophrenia Research, 57, pp. 2-3. |
Appendices
Any additional material, such as graphs, copies of questionnaires etc., should be included, if appropriate. You should not include anything that is not referred to in your report.
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 8
How to Write a Critique
A critique is a short paper, usually about one book or article addressing a specific research project. First, it gives a short summary of what the author has said. Second, it looks at the work critically. You will need to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the piece of research or writing. It is important to remember that criticism can be positive as well as negative.
Why write a critique?
A critique is an exercise in judging the value of a piece of writing or research. It is also a way of improving your own skills by looking at the way other writers and researchers work. It is a valuable exercise in the careful reading of text that will increase your understanding of a particular subject.
SECTION 1
Getting ready to write a critique
Five simple steps to help you to prepare:
The following pages provide steps to writing a critique and a structure to use as a guide.
SECTION 2
The 3 steps for writing a critique
It is important that your critique has a definite structure and is easy to follow. You will need to think logically about how you sequence your work. Below is an approach that you might like to use.
1. Analyse the text
You should address some or all of the following aspects:
2. Evaluate the text
You will need to comment not only on the content of the piece but also on the way in which it has been written. Consider the following:
3. Write in standard essay form
A critique should be written in an essay format. It will need an introduction, a main body of text and a conclusion. You will need to prepare a rough draft of your essay.
The following ideas may help you:
SECTION 3
How to structure a critique
A critique has a simpler structure than some of the assignments we’ve looked at earlier. It has three distinct sections, which we will consider in more detail:
Introduction
Main body
Conclusion
This is your final paragraph:
References and further reading for this chapter
CHAPTER 9
How to Write a Summary or Précis
A summary, or précis, gives the ‘bare bones’ of a text or speech in your own words: it retains key information and dispenses with non-essential detail.
Tip
Never add new information to a summary.
Why summarise?
A surprising amount of academic work requires you to summarise what other thinkers or researchers have said or done. The work and thoughts of others often provide a starting point for your own discussion or comparison, or evidence for your own arguments.
If you can summarise something well, in your own words, it is a sure indicator that you have understood it.
How to do a summary
It is important to realise that you summarise for a purpose. There is not necessarily a single, correct way to summarise a text — your outcome will depend on what you want to use the summary for.
Here are some general guidelines:
CHAPTER 10
How to Write a Document Analysis
Most history modules involve assignments that require students to analyse primary sources. Although, technically speaking, these are not short essays; they should include a beginning, middle and an end as well as being consistently referenced throughout.
There are four main aspects to a document analysis:
1. Origin (where does the document come from?)
Consider:
2. Content Analysis (what does the document say?)
Consider:
3. Historical Context (how does the document reflect the time?)
Consider:
4. Evaluation (how and why is/isn’t it a useful primary source?)
Consider:
The end result should say something about what the document tells you about its subject, how it does so, in the time and place it was set.
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