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Introduction

Writing is important. The ability to communicate clearly and effectively is one of the most useful skills you can learn. Whatever you study at school, college or university, and whatever career you choose, a command of language is a valuable asset. Learning to write well can add some extra polish and a few extra marks to your coursework; it can also help to sharpen the way that you think. Good language skills are vital in the workplace, where many different kinds of jobs require the ability to write reports, letters or marketing copy, or to give talks or presentations.

This book will show you how to write well. It focuses on writing essays and dissertations as part of assessed work at college or university, and will also be helpful for projects in the final stages of study at school. This book explains what markers are looking for in written work, and how to achieve this. Tutors often reserve around 20 per cent of an essay mark for issues of presentation and expression, so improving in these areas can make a dramatic difference to your results. Good language skills will also help you create stronger arguments and present your ideas in the best light. Writing well is vital for success at all levels of study. Good writing is also important in many different areas of life, so the advice in this book will be of benefit to others with a wide range of jobs and interests.

Many people are daunted by concepts such as grammar, essay structure or referencing, especially if they prefer working in a subject with a strong practical or scientific element. If this applies to you, do not worry. Good writing isn’t rocket science
– not even if you are studying rocket science. Most common language problems are easy to fix, and the underlying principles of good writing are simple. Having said that, the process of learning to write well is never complete; there is always something else to correct or to try out. So, even if you are a confident writer, I hope that this book will give you things to think about and will help you to develop your own style and voice.

Every piece of writing, whether an academic essay, a newspaper article, a medical report or a book about writing essays, has a particular job to do, in a particular context, for a particular kind of reader. One of the hardest things about academic writing is working out exactly what sort of format you are supposed to follow and what tone of voice you are supposed to use. This can vary from subject to subject, sometimes even from project to project. However, the basic rules of good writing are the same across the board. You will produce good work when you:


	understand what sort of piece you are writing and who will read it

	plan your structure carefully, so that your argument runs clearly

	use language correctly and efficiently

	use your sources effectively and reference them properly.



One of the simplest ways to improve your writing is to read a wide range of different kinds of texts – from novels and newspapers to Nobel Prize-winning essays. Try to develop an eye for the different styles and structures these texts use. As you improve your language skills, you will also sharpen your understanding of your own subject. Good reading and writing skills are not an optional extra to your studies; they are right at the core of the education system. Make these a priority and you will quickly become a more perceptive reader. Soon you will also be able to express your own ideas with force and clarity. I cannot promise that all your writing problems will disappear overnight, but I can assure you that once you start paying more attention to this element of your work, you will begin to find the feedback you receive more useful, and you will pick up new skills in handling language and forming arguments. After that, it is up to you to make sure you have something interesting to say.






1
before you begin

Why write essays at all? Many people have never stopped to think about what an essay is or what it does. This chapter will help you to see that an essay is more than a test of your knowledge of a subject. Writing an essay can also be an opportunity to develop key intellectual skills, such as researching, applying a methodology, forming an argument, using sources, and presenting your work clearly and accurately. When your marker comes to read your essay, they will not only get a picture of what you know, but also how you found out about it, and how well you understand it. This chapter will help you to look at your written work in the context of a wider programme of learning, and to think about what your marker will be hoping to see.

 

There are many different kinds of essay. A mid-term assessment is likely to be a piece of written work of around 1,500 to 3,000 words, focusing on a specific area of your course. Chapter 2 looks at some of the different kinds of essays you might be asked to write. At some point in your studies you will probably have to sit exams, which may involve short essays of a few pages, planned and executed in a high-pressure situation. Your programme of study may also include a dissertation – a long piece of work on a larger project, researched and written over a period of weeks or months. Later in this book, I will have some specific things to say about exams and dissertations, but mostly I will use the term ‘essay’ to cover all of these, as the basic rules apply to all of them. If you carry on to do postgraduate research or aim for a career in a college or university, the essay-length article will be the most common form that you use to publish your results in academic journals. Conference papers, book reviews and chapters in theses or scholarly books follow very much the same form. Your tutor is probably at work on one of these right now, and may be finding it as troublesome as you found your last essay – which is always a comforting thought.

Although it may not seem obvious to you, your essay has been set as an integral part of your course or degree programme. Committees have deliberated about its length and form, and the questions are likely to have been approved by several members of staff, possibly even by experts from another university. Your essay is a vital component in your course of study, not a random IQ test. It can be very helpful to stop and think for a few minutes about why your tutors have set an essay, rather than a different kind of assessment, and about which elements they are testing.

In modern academic life, issues about core skills and content in courses are quite closely regulated, which is why at the beginning of every term you will be given a course handbook or referred to a web page explaining what your course is about. These do not often make riveting reading. However, they can be a valuable source of inside information about what markers want to see in written work. Try to find the section that is about ‘learning outcomes’ or ‘aims and objectives’. This offers a kind of X-ray view of your course. It allows you to see under the surface and get a picture of what your tutors and lecturers consider the essential framework.

In the description of the course there is usually a section about ‘knowledge’ or ‘content’, which focuses on the kind of material you should have learned over the term. For example: an understanding of the place of class and gender in nineteenth-century culture, or the effect of carbon dioxide levels on tree growth, or the usefulness of object teaching in primary schools. There is also usually a section about ‘skills’ or ‘outcomes’, which focuses on things your tutors want you to be able to do. For example: evaluate a range of historical sources and secondary reading, or gather and analyse data effectively, or collate and evaluate a series of case studies. One of the things your essay should do is show that you have successfully engaged with the course. So, try to keep these aims and outcomes in mind as you write, and let your marker see that you have been developing skills and knowledge in the relevant areas.

Your course guide can also give you a good idea of what you will need to do to plan a successful piece of written work. If you are expected to evaluate a range of historical sources and secondary reading, you will obviously need to factor in a lot of time in the library. If you are gathering and analysing data, you may need to spend less time in the book stacks, but more time thinking out a questionnaire for a survey, finding candidates to interview, adding up the results and designing graphs and charts. Some of these skills will be specific to your discipline. This book will not be able to help you much with these. You are much better getting expert advice from your lecturers and tutors on the technicalities of your subject. However, there are some activities that are much the same whatever you are studying.

Every piece of written work requires:


	
planning: choosing a topic and deciding how to approach it

	
research: gathering the right kind of material

	
thought: analysing this material and forming a conclusion

	
more planning: deciding how to present your ideas and results

	
writing: putting it into words

	
editing: rereading to correct mistakes and improve presentation.



These are essential for almost any project, but it is remarkable how many students think they can get by just on research and writing. Most essays and dissertations show evidence of some thought, in varying quantities, but planning and editing are often squeezed out because they take a lot of extra time. There is always some smart cookie in a class who can start on a piece of work two days before the deadline and get a decent result. However, these essays hardly ever get the highest marks. Even when written with flair and style, they are usually poorly organized, full of surface errors, and could have been a lot better given a bit more effort. First-class work is always the product of careful thought and attention to detail. Academics often describe high-quality work as ‘rigorous’, meaning that you can see a probing and hardworking mind at work. This does not mean it is dull – far from it. Often it is the mix of precision and originality that really makes an essay sparkle.

If you are serious about improving your work, you should get going early. If you have a job or family commitments, plan your time very carefully. Try to leave some extra time to allow for something unexpected. Honing your study skills takes years, and to be honest, some highly successful academics never quite learn to organize their time efficiently or meet all their deadlines. But on the whole it will help your written work if you are organized, approach the task in a methodical manner, get hold of the right resources early on, and leave yourself enough time to actually enjoy the process of learning and writing. After all, you chose your course, and you, or someone near and dear to you, may be paying a good deal of money for the privilege of studying. So, you might as well make the most of it.

Whatever subject you are studying and whatever topic you choose for your assignment, it is likely to be assessed according to the same basic principles. Somewhere on your college or university website, there will be a list of marking criteria, which lets you see the rules by which markers operate. At my own university there are five basic criteria, which apply to every subject. Each piece of written work is judged on:


	understanding and appreciation of the issue(s) raised by the question or topic

	knowledge of and skill in using, and where appropriate, analysing particular concepts and/or sources

	relevance and fullness of the answer

	use of arguments and/or evidence to support observations and conclusions

	ability to express ideas and/or arguments clearly, cogently and coherently.



The item on the list that is to do with expression and/or presentation often comes at the bottom of such lists of marking criteria. But remember that when your marker picks up your essay, they will start making a judgement about your abilities in this area before they have finished the first paragraph. Spelling mistakes or weird fonts on the cover sheet do not help either. Just as you would want to tidy up before going on a date or giving a presentation, it is important to make a good first impression with written work. Even a highly intelligent piece of work can get off on the wrong foot if it is poorly presented and does not read well from the start.

Many departments reserve up to 20 per cent of the marking scale for issues of presentation and expression. This is the difference between a first-class mark and a very average second-class. Serious problems with grammar and referencing can obscure your argument so badly that you may fail the assessment altogether. Some departments, especially in science-based subjects, say that they do not penalize poor grammar and spelling ‘where the meaning is clear’. But the fact is that a cleanly presented essay with good grammar and spelling is always going to do better than a scruffy, poorly written one with similar content. If you want to pick up some extra marks for your work, this is probably the easiest place to start. Good presentation skills are also highly valued by employers in an age when nobody seems to know where to put apostrophes any more. So any effort in this area will be time well spent.

Markers vary hugely in the amount and quality of feedback which they give. It is not necessarily a bad thing if your essay comes back full of notes in the margin. This probably means that you have a highly engaged marker, who is likely to be exactly the kind of person who can help you develop your writing skills. Even if they have given you a less than brilliant mark, this could be the start of an upward trend in your work. Individual feedback is probably the best tool for improving your writing.

Make sure you read all the feedback you get, not just the summarizing comments. Sometimes the most pithy remarks are the little queries and sarcastic comments in the margin. Try not to take offence if your marker has scored out some of your pet phrases or has altered your sentence structure. The chances are that they are trying to show you how you could make your language cleaner and sharper, or how to use a more appropriate register for academic writing. Pay particular attention if the same comments crop up repeatedly, especially if you are getting the same feedback from more than one marker. In this case, something is definitely wrong. The golden rule of capitalizing on essay feedback is to reread the comments from the previous essay before you start the next one. You will be less likely to make the same mistakes all over again, and you will be able to develop your thinking and writing skills in the right direction.

Alternatively, your essay may come back with very few notes in the margin. This can mean one of several things: your essay may be so good that it does not need much correcting; you may have a marker who cannot be bothered to offer much constructive advice; or you may have a good-natured marker who has come to the conclusion that a lot of students simply do not read comments in the margin. Whatever your marker has put on your paper, you are entitled to discuss your work with them. Some departments have a policy of handing back essays individually, using this as a chance for a one-to-one chat with the student about their work. If you are in one of these departments, count yourself lucky. This practice is becoming rarer and rarer. However, even very large and busy departments have a policy of making staff available to see students to discuss their progress. If you would like more feedback than you are getting, or do not understand what your marker has said, it is worth going to see them.

Staff usually have office hours, once or twice a week, in which they have an ‘open door’ to students. If you want to see your tutor, try to go during their office hour, or email to arrange a time, rather than just dropping in when it suits you. The worst time to attempt to catch your tutor is at ten to the hour, when they are likely to be on the point of getting ready to teach another class. If you want to talk about your work in some depth, leave your essay with your tutor and arrange to come back in a day or two. Remember that the last time they saw it, probably a couple of week ago, it was in a pile of other papers on similar topics, so they may want to read it through again before discussing it.

Talking about your work with your tutor is most productive when you have read through the feedback carefully and when you come with some specific questions about how you could do better. Try not to ask, ‘Why did I only get a third-class mark?’. You will get a more helpful answer if you ask, ‘How should I have structured my answer?’ or ‘Did I use the right kind of sources?’. Do not attempt to convince your tutor that your way of doing things was right after all. Try to find out exactly where things went wrong and what you should do next time to put them right. If you really want to improve your work, ask if there is a member of staff or a study skills unit on campus who can help with your writing skills. Study skills tutors are often seen as emergency support for struggling students, but they are sometimes willing to help mid-stream students who believe they can do better. If you have medical or emotional problems that may interfere with your work, make sure you tell your tutor. Most colleges and universities can offer support.
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