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1: Only got a minute?



You have a deadline. Your assignment has turned out to be more complex than you expected, and you are running out of time. You have done some research, but you don’t know if it is enough. Worst of all, you have no idea how to start organizing your ideas to get them down on paper. The last essay you wrote seemed fine when you handed it in, but your mark wasn’t as good as you hoped, and the feedback from your tutor included comments about ‘structure’, ‘presentation’ and ‘language skills’ which, frankly, you didn’t really understand. You do try to keep track of the materials you study, but you’ve always been confused about how to reference these properly, and you don’t want to look stupid by asking. You basically understand your subject and believe you are capable of better work, but you have a nagging feeling that your writing skills are letting you down. This book can help you.


Lots of people struggle with writing, but many of the common problems of grammar and spelling are easy to fix. Paying attention to punctuation and thinking about some key rules of language can help you to tidy up most of the embarrassing errors in your work. However, good writing is about much more than just following the rules. You want to be able to show how hard you have worked on your research, to present your ideas with clarity and flair, and to construct a convincing argument. This book will guide you through the essay-writing process, from planning your work and finding the right tone of voice, to polishing up your editing and referencing abilities. Learning to write well will not only boost your success as you study; it will also equip you with a valuable and powerful skill for life.





5: Only got five minutes?


Many students underestimate the value of good writing. It is easy to get so involved in your project results and your ideas that you forget about the words that you use to describe them. However, language and thought are closely tied together. No matter how good the content of your essay is, it won’t make much sense unless you know how to structure an argument, express yourself clearly and reference your sources properly.


Getting these things right can make a dramatic difference to your marks. Many markers reserve around 20 per cent of the available marks for presentation and language skills, although exactly what they are looking for will vary from subject to subject. These skills matter, not just because they make your assessments easier to read and understand, but also because clarity of thought and attention to detail are important intellectual qualities. People who write well are more likely to be thorough and organized thinkers – and vice versa. So, any time that you spend on your writing skills is also likely to have an impact on the overall level of your work.


Many of the things that you can do to improve your essay technique are straightforward, practical and easy when you know how. This book is designed to give you some focused advice on common problem areas, and to encourage you to start thinking about your writing habits, so that you can develop your own strategies and abilities. Often the simplest way to raise the standard of your work is to leave enough time to check your script carefully, correcting errors and making sure that everything makes sense. You will also help yourself out if you can devote some time to tracking down really useful sources either online or in the library. Good reading material will increase your depth of knowledge about your subject. Looking closely at this material will also let you see what is expected in your discipline in terms of expression and presentation.


However, some of the techniques that this book will explore can actually save you time as you work. Students often rush into a writing project without a clear idea of what they are trying to say, hoping to find their way as they go along. This can lead to false starts and wasted time and effort. Understanding your assignment and planning its structure carefully will help you to home in on the best reading material, and will make the process of writing quicker and less daunting. So, producing better work is not always about putting in more hours; sometimes it is about working more efficiently and effectively by understanding the rules and quirks of your own subject.


It may take a while, but writing well is a skill that almost anyone can learn. You certainly can. You are already beginning to pay more attention to the problems in your writing, and looking for ways to deal with these – otherwise you wouldn’t have picked up this book in the first place. The following chapters will offer you the advice you need to move your work up a level. This book is based on the assumption that anybody can write a really good essay if they:


 




	understand the assignment and know what the marker expects


	plan and execute a clear line of argument


	use clear and correct language


	use sources well and reference them properly.





Many of the world’s greatest thinkers learned to sharpen their ideas by writing undergraduate essays. So, who knows where your next assessment may lead you?





Introduction


About this book


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.


How to use this book


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.





The four parts of this book are designed to improve your skills in each of these areas.


Part one: Where do I start? encourages you to think about the kind of work you are doing and what your marker will be looking for.


Part two: Building your answer gives advice on finding resources, and on how to structure your work. It also looks at the tricky business of writing introductions and conclusions.


Part three: Using language tackles some of the most common problems in spelling and grammar, and looks at the kind of language which is appropriate for academic work.


Part four: Using sources explains how to choose the right material for your project and how to incorporate it into your writing. It shows how to avoid plagiarism and how to cite references in the standard styles.


You might need more advice in some of these areas than others. Different readers may want to use this book in different ways. You can start at the beginning and work right through. This will work best alongside your own preparation of a real essay or dissertation. The sections are in roughly the order in which you would put together a piece of written work, from understanding your project to tidying up your bibliography. If you decide to use the book this way, leave plenty of extra time. It will take much longer than writing an essay usually does, so do not start a couple of days before the deadline.


Alternatively, you can use this book as a handy reference guide to glitches and problems, looking up awkward issues as they arise. There is an index at the back, so that you can find things quickly in an essay emergency, or when your marker complains about something which you do not understand. Throughout the book you will find Ask yourself sections, which will get you thinking about how you can apply what you are learning to your own work. You will also find Insight sections, which highlight some key pieces of advice. At the end of each chapter, you will find a Things to remember section. This gives an instant summary of the chapter for when you are really in a rush. At the end of each part, you will also find a Try it out section, with questions to think about and exercises to do when you have a little more time. Answers are given at the back of the book. At the end of the book, you will also find a Taking it further section, which provides a list of suggested further reading. Many of these books and websites were helpful as I was writing this book and you may find them useful too.



What happens next?


You do not need to stop learning when you get to the end of this book. Look at some of the guides available in print and online about writing and study skills, and consider investing in a book specifically about referencing. Your school, college or university probably has some useful resources in these areas too. Have a look on your college website or ask at the library. Many institutions have members of staff dedicated to teaching study skills, and some of these offer one-to-one advice to students at all levels from freshers through to postgraduates. Find out what is on offer near you and take advantage of any available expertise. It will pay off. Talk to your tutors about your written work and ask them to spend some time in class discussing upcoming assessments. If you do not feel you are getting helpful feedback on your work, make an appointment to see your tutor to discuss it. Most staff are delighted to discover a student who actually cares about improving their work. If they aren’t, they should be.


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.




 



Part one
Where do I start?






1


Before you begin


In this chapter you will learn:




	why your course has written work


	
what skills you need to get started.





What are essays for?


Essays and dissertations are so much part and parcel of life at school, college and university that it is easy to forget why they are there. Of course, there are other ways of assessing students’ work; nowadays in many subjects you are just as likely to be asked to take an online multiple-choice test or create a learning log as to hand in a long piece of written text. However, the essay remains one of the most effective ways of assessing your understanding of your subject. It will test the extent of your knowledge. It will also test key intellectual abilities such as:


 




	ordering material effectively to form an argument


	applying an appropriate methodology


	expressing your own ideas and judgements


	providing detailed sources for your information


	presenting information clearly and accurately.





So, the essay does not just show your marker what you know about the topic of the essay. He or she will also end up with a fairly clear picture of how you know what you know, and how well you know it.


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 3 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.


So, like it or loathe it, the essay in all its forms remains the workhorse of intellectual life – and with good reason. Ever since Plato started writing down Socrates’ conversations with his followers in the fourth century BC, readers and writers in the Western tradition have seen the process of acquiring knowledge as a dialogue or a discussion. There is always more than one way of looking at an issue, and in order to come to a judgement about which view is best, you need to create a space in which conflicting ideas can be expressed and weighed up. This process is roughly what goes on in seminars and tutorials when students and tutors discuss a problem or theory. It is also what happens when you get two or more university lecturers in the same room, sometimes with spectacular results. It is no accident that the core structure of an essay is often referred to as the ‘argument’. When this discussion happens on paper in a polite and organized way, it becomes an essay. The job of your essay or dissertation is to show what you have learned, put it in the context of your discipline, demonstrate the soundness of your knowledge, and weigh up its value.





Insight


Essays are good for you. Writing an essay requires you to do some active learning. You will need to get out there and think for yourself, rather than simply listening and taking notes in class. This is your chance to sharpen up your research skills and deepen your knowledge.





What are you studying?


This may seem an odd question to ask at this stage. However, it is very easy to get so caught up in the particular essay you are writing that you lose sight of its role in your larger programme of study. In later sections I will have more to say about tailoring your work to fit the conventions and expectations of your discipline, but at this stage you should understand why you need to write an essay at all.


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.





Ask yourself


 




	What is this course or module about?


	Why is this course or module valuable as part of my programme of study?


	What can I learn about my subject by writing this essay?


	What skills can I develop by writing this essay?








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.





Insight


Use your course guide or web page to find out which ideas and methods are central to your course. Design your essay so that it shows you have been learning what your tutors are trying to teach you.





What skills will you need?


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.



Get organized


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. If you have small children they will almost certainly need to be off school or nursery for a few days just when you need a good stretch of time in the library. If you have a job, you will inevitably be called in to cover someone else’s sick leave or holiday, just when you are trying to write up your project results. Some forward thinking can help you make the most of your limited time. Start much earlier than you think is necessary.


To improve your work, you might not need to spend much more time actually writing than you have until now. However, you should factor in extra time for planning your research, time for planning the structure of your essay, and time for editing your work once you have written a draft version. Add all of this time up and then double it. Finding good resources online or in the library always takes longer than you think, and tidying up typos and references is a never-ending task. If you do have the project finished a few days before the deadline, you can leave it sitting for a day or two and then go back to it with fresh eyes. I guarantee you will find something you want to change or correct when you reread it.





Insight


Plan ahead. At the start of term, write a list or draw a chart or timeline with the due dates of all your assignments. Stick it up over your desk, on the fridge or beside the mirror. Try to allow for your other commitments and leave plenty of time for each project.





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.


The following chapters will give you extensive advice on the areas of study skills that relate to writing assessed work. If you would like more advice on other aspects of studying, such as taking lecture notes, using technology, tackling lab work, or revising effectively, there are many published guides to the subject. Try Improve Your Study Skills by Bernice Walmsley, also in this series. However, the next section of this book will help you to make use of one of the most valuable resources for your work: your tutor.


 





THINGS TO REMEMBER




	Essays are central to the process of learning. Try to see your essay as a useful way of developing your knowledge and skills, rather than as a time-consuming chore.





	Think about your subject and why you chose to study it. Consider why written work is important as a part of your overall programme of study. Identify skills which you should develop as your course progresses.





	Think about your course or module. Look at your course guide to find out what the main themes and learning outcomes of the course are. How does your essay connect with these themes and outcomes?





	Build in extra time for planning your project, finding good resources and editing your work once you have written the essay. Many students skimp on these elements of essay writing, and it shows.





	If you are juggling work or family commitments with your studies, plan your time very carefully. Aim to be finished a few days before the deadline to allow for something unexpected to crop up. It probably will.











2


How markers think


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to work out what your marker is looking for


	
what sort of help you can expect from your tutor.





Writing for your reader


All writing, whether it is a magazine article, a sonnet, or a technical manual on how to build a racing car, should be angled towards a particular audience. Newspaper companies spend thousands of pounds on marketing consultants who research the income bracket, shopping habits, and leisure pursuits of their readers, in the competitive battle to keep circulation numbers high. Similarly, when writers approach publishers with an idea for a new publication, one of the first questions they have to answer is: ‘Who will read this book?’ There is no point producing material that does not appeal to its target audience. It simply will not sell.


Ask yourself the same question: ‘Who will read my essay?’ Much of the time your work will be marked by your own tutor, but it is also likely to be double-marked by other members of staff who teach on the course. Sometimes marking is reviewed or ‘moderated’ by other members of staff in the department. This involves checking a random sample of essays. All marking within a higher education institution is subject to review by external examiners from other institutions, who have the job of making sure that your tutors are marking fairly and consistently.


So, you cannot assume that your tutor will be the only person who will read your work. You need to construct a general profile of the kind of reader who might make a judgement on your writing, and keep this ideal reader in mind as you write. Chapter 11 will give you some more advice on how to develop the right tone of voice or ‘register’ for this reader. If this sounds daunting, remember that markers (with a few fierce exceptions) like to see students do well. If you can avoid annoying them with basic errors and sloppy presentation, you are likely to get a very fair hearing.


Your marker


Your target reader will be a highly educated, professional person with considerable training in your field. They are likely to have a Ph.D. or a similar postgraduate qualification, or they may be in the later stages of working towards one. They will probably be somewhere between their late twenties and their early sixties. Most academics could earn more money if they worked in the corporate world, but they choose not to. This suggests that they are highly motivated and are passionately interested in their subject. However, they are unlikely to spend all of their time teaching and marking. Even full-time academic staff have other kinds of duties. Many of them consider their research activities their priority, and all of them have more administrative work than they would like. Despite this, many genuinely enjoy teaching and approach a pile of mid-term assessments with optimism.


This optimism waxes and wanes as the marker works their way through the pile, and pours out yet another mug of coffee. Somewhere in the middle of this process they will arrive at your essay. It is useful to remember that, although you may have spent days and weeks on your assignment, and invested a lot of energy in the project, your marker sees it initially as just another set of stapled sheets in the pile. They are likely to spend somewhere between 20 minutes and an hour on it, depending on its length and quality. You have only a short time in which to impress. What do they want to see?





Insight


Good writing is designed to appeal to its target audience. Whatever you are writing, you need to think about your reader and pitch your language to their level. So, try to imagine what your essay looks like to your marker, and think about what they want to see in it.





What markers look for


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.
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