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You and university writing

—D I never understand what they want.

Writing here seems completely different to anything I’ve done before.

The thought of writing assignments just makes me panic.

This book is about writing university assignments at degree level. Some parts
will also be relevant to students taking postgraduate courses who are new to an
area of study. One of the main reasons why we decided to write this book was
that we wanted to help students find ways of putting writing at the centre of
their learning. We believe that writing for your studies and learning for your
studies are so integrally related that they cannot be separated from each other.
Obviously an important aim for you as a student is that you complete your
written assignments on time and get good grades, but writing essays and other
assignments is about more than that: it is fundamentally about learning. As
you learn to write in a particular way for a particular subject you are learning
how to make sense of that subject. Academic disciplines have their own ways
of organizing knowledge, and the ways in which people in different subject
areas write about their subjects are actually part of the subject itself and some-
thing that has to be learnt. This is something that we will return to later in the
book.

As authors we obviously do not know the readers of this book, nor how
they came to be at university, but we do know that there have been many
changes in universities during the last decade and that not everybody makes
a simple and smooth progression from school after achieving the required
A-level grades. There are now many routes into higher education and it is
increasingly common for students to have had a variety of different learning
experiences, both good and bad, before deciding to embark on a university
course. Therefore, it is quite likely that you have been used to both learning
and writing in many different ways. Now, at university, you will be asked to
complete written assignments which not only seem very different from each
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other but also appear to have very different criteria for assessment. We hope
that by working through the strategies and tasks suggested in this book you
will become familiar with ways of working that will enable you to tackle a
range of different writing for university.

Why a book on university writing?

There is a common belief that writing is writing and that, if you are taught the
basics, you are either good at it or you are not; that either you can do it or you
cannot. We disagree with this point of view. So why is it that some students
seem to find it so easy to complete their written work while others seem to
struggle? From our own experience of working with university students we
believe that the key to becoming a successful writer at university level is under-
standing what is required and what is involved in the process of completing
assignments. Once you have grasped what it is that you are meant to be doing,
writing tasks become much more straightforward. Our own work has helped
us become aware of how complex writing university assignments actually is,
and we wanted to write something for students which helped them to under-
stand this. This book is designed to help you to think of yourself as a writer,
and to understand the ways in which you may need to adapt what you already
know and do in writing to the writing that you have to complete at university
level. Whether you are just starting your course or are still wondering about
it all after a while, then working through this book should help you clarify
matters and tackle your assignments more confidently.

You may be surprised that, apart from a section in Chapter 9, there does
not seem to be very much about grammar and punctuation. You may think
that these are the main difficulties that you have with your writing. You may
even have picked up this book because you have been told by your tutor that
you have writing problems and that therefore you need to improve your
grammar and sentence structure. Just because we don’t deal with these issues
very much directly until a later chapter does not mean that we do not think
that they are important, but we do believe that writing involves much more
than a working knowledge of the formal structures of written English. We feel
that if you learn to work on your writing in the ways that we suggest and
through the tasks that we introduce, it will become much easier for you to
attend to the more formal issues of grammar and punctuation.

In your university assignments you will usually be expected to use stand-
ard English, formal written English, the language of education and other
public institutions. For many students this can seem an ‘unnatural’ form,
but these formal structures should become much easier to grasp and apply as
you become used to a wider range of reading as well as writing. One good way
of increasing your own command of standard English is to read articles in the
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broadsheet newspapers. Articles about issues are more useful in this respect
than reading the reported stories. In general, reading is a very good way of
broadening your own knowledge of different forms of writing as well as being
essential for writing your university assignments. In this book we will help
you to identify different ways of approaching reading materials and how you
can incorporate them into your writing.

Chapters 2 to 9 take you right through the work of preparing and complet-
ing your university assignment. Although this book is designed to be worked
through from the beginning to the end and the tasks and strategies we use do
build one upon the other, it is also the kind of book that you can dip into if you
are having particular difficulties with a piece of written work. However, we
would encourage you to try some of the tasks at the beginning as they form the
basis for what comes later. The book does not just consist of these tasks; we also
illustrate how to develop your own understanding of what it is that you are
supposed to be doing when writing for university. We don’t pretend it is easy
but we do believe that you can work on, improve and develop your own
writing. Writing for university need not be a mystery.

Working with others

Although this book is addressed to the individual reader, we want to
emphasize the value of working with others on your writing. Sometimes at
university you will have the opportunity of joining a study skills or writing
development group, or will get some practice or guidance in the kinds of
writing you have to do within your courses, but often you are left to work this
out for yourself. It is true that a large part of writing is a solitary activity, an
aspect that some people value but others find difficult, especially if you are
used to working with others most of the time. However, there are many parts
of the writing process where it is enormously useful to get ideas and feedback
from others. Many professional academic writers make use of a ‘critical friend’
to read drafts or talk though ideas.

On some of your courses you may be asked to produce a group report or
other piece of writing. Your group will have to work out how to do this and
how to get as much benefit as possible from using the different resources of
the group. Even when you are working on your own it is very useful to look at
someone else’s assignments after they have been completed. We would suggest
that you try to find ways of working with other students on a range of aspects
of your studying, including writing. For instance, you could form a structured
self-help group or work less formally with a friend. This is not cheating!
There will still remain the central core of the writing that has to be done on
your own. We are not suggesting that you co-write an assignment (although
there may be occasions when this is appropriate), just that you find a critical
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reader to explore and perhaps get feedback on what you may be doing. A few
of the tasks in the following chapters specifically need to be done with some-
one else, but it would also be beneficial to work through the book as a whole
collaboratively.

You as a writer

How do you think of yourself as a writer? You may feel more or less confident
about writing, but whatever your background, whether you have come
straight from school, whether you left formal education many years ago,
whether you have completed an access or foundation course, whether you
are from a professional background or are studying purely for personal inter-
est later in life, you will have already experienced many different forms
of writing. At university level, writing can seem strange and unfamiliar. Even
for those who have recently done A levels the requirements can be very
different from what they are used to. Puzzling over the assignment title in
front of you, gathering your thoughts and ideas together, and incorporating
what you have read about the subject into your work, can feel pretty
daunting. Rest assured, this does not only apply to first-year students — even
hardened academics feel like this when they are writing articles for learned
journals.

The first task in the book asks you to think about the way in which
you have used language before coming to the university; this is in order to
help you to think consciously about the experience you have to build on
as you tackle university writing. Focusing on the different types of writing
that you have experienced, and what each one entails, helps you to think
more clearly about university writing and how it is similar to, or contrasts
with, other types of writing that you have been used to. This task is not only
about writing but also about using language in general; it is important to
remember that writing is just one particular way of using language, and
that your other language experiences are also important influences on how
you write.

TASK 1.1: Writing your own linguistic history

Think, and write down as much as you can, about your own personal linguistic
history, the ways in which you have written, read and spoken in your life. Here are
some questions to help you to think about this:

e Think back to your childhood and what sorts of writing you had to do. What
were the writing tasks at school? Did you write for other purposes?
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Did you find writing easy or were there some things that you found par-
ticularly difficult? Do you know why?

What sorts of reading have you done over the years and what have you
enjoyed?

Have you ever kept a diary or written poetry, a short story or a novel?

Do you regularly write letters?

Have you had to write reports, minutes or formal letters in your work?
Thinking more generally, how did people speak around you when you
were growing up? Can you remember different ways of speaking in different
circumstances, for example at school or home?

Do you, or did you, speak more than one language? If so can you think
of any things that you find difficult to say in one language and easier in
another?

Now read through what you have written and think about the different kinds of
writing that you have done in your life. Write down the ways in which you think
essay and assignment writing differs from, or is similar to, other kinds of writing.
Think about:

e The purpose — why are you writing?
e The audience — who are you writing for?
e The types of writing — how would you describe the writing?

Different types of writing

In some ways we can see all writing as being the same. Writing consists
of words and these words are put together in particular formations to make
sentences. Sentences are then grouped together into paragraphs. Even at this
point things begin to get tricky if we think of all writing as being the same. It is
quite possible to communicate what we need to say in writing with an
incomplete sentence. A good example of this would be a note left for maybe a
partner or a work colleague:

Dinner in the oven
Three copies please, asap

As long as they were in the know, and the context was familiar, people
would easily understand these simple messages, but they do not consist
of complete sentences. Neither phrase contains a main verb. If we wanted
to turn these into formal standard English we would have to say something
like:
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Your dinner is in the oven.

Please would you make three photocopies of this article as soon as you
can.

In these examples ‘is’ and ‘make’ are the main verbs of the sentences. Of
course when we are writing a quick note to somebody we can still express
ourselves clearly despite the fact that words are omitted. One of the reasons for
this is that as writers we can reasonably assume that the reader will understand
what we are trying to communicate by leaving the note. When we write letters
or e-mails to friends we often use a rather informal chatty style and leave
out words because the meaning is still communicated clearly. In fact if we
wrote to our friends in formal standard English it could sound quite cold and
unfriendly. However, in other circumstances we use language in more formal
ways, resulting in different types of writing.

As you work through this book you will see that we emphasize that, as in
the rest of life, at university there is more than one way of writing. Your
writing will have different purposes and functions, although university
assignments are mainly produced to inform your tutors and lecturers about
your knowledge and understanding of the subject area. You will find that you
can communicate with your reader, the tutor, through various types of written
assignment depending on the discipline and subject areas that you are
studying.

Talking for writing

We have said already that working with others can help you to develop and
enjoy your writing. There is another reason for working with others, whether
as part of your course contact time or in a self-help group, or just informally
with a friend: talking about ideas and material from the subjects you are study-
ing is always a good way of learning the subject. It allows you to state some-
thing boldly, even if you are unsure about whether it is ‘right’ or indeed really
what you think, and then you can expand and modify it as you get other
people’s reactions. In talking around a subject you can also raise and explore
your own questions, clarify your understanding and discover a variety of other
ways of seeing a topic. Talking can help you to develop your writing. For
example, tutors sometimes report that when they are giving verbal feedback to
a student the student will say “What I really meant was this. . . ." and the tutor
says ‘Well, that’s not what you put in your essay’. The advantage of a tutorial,
or any face-to-face contact with your lecturers, is that it gives you the
opportunity to ask questions and clear up misunderstandings. If the tutor
does not understand you in a seminar then you can always say the same thing
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in a different way, but when you are writing an assignment you have to let
the reader know exactly what you mean through your writing. This is often
extremely difficult, particularly as many people find that speaking an idea is
generally much easier than writing it.

The following task should help you to explore, for yourself, the relation-
ship between speaking and writing. You will need to work with a fellow stu-
dent to help you with this task and you will need a tape recorder to record your
conversation. This task will be useful practice for drawing on discussions and
other ‘course-related talk’ for your writing.

TASK 1.2: Speaking and writing

Work in pairs. Think about an assignment that you are having difficulty with at the
moment.

Tape yourself (for no more than ten minutes) having a conversation with your
friend about the problems that you are having with this piece of work.

When you have finished, both of you should take a blank piece of paper, and
without listening to the tape again write about the things that came out in your
conversation.

Discuss your writing with your friend. Do you both think that it really reflects what
you said?

Listen to the tape again. Is your written record a true reflection of the conversation
on the tape? Has making a written record of the conversation changed what you
now think about what you said on the tape?

Getting started, keeping going and dealing with
writing blocks

I always put off the assignment until the last minute. I simply don't
give myself enough time to do a good piece of work.

I just sit there; I can’t write anything. My ideas just don’t come.

When I am writing my mind just keeps wandering — I can’t keep up
my concentration.




8 YOU AND UNIVERSITY WRITING

At this early stage it might be useful for you to anticipate some difficulties
with starting and getting on with writing that students frequently experience.
Writers traditionally find writing difficult. There is something about the ‘blank
sheet of paper’ that can induce panic. It may make you question whether you
can possibly have anything to say that is worthwhile. You may be asking how
you can bridge the gap between what is in your head and a complete piece
of writing. Most students find getting started on an assignment difficult at
some point. They may have spent a long time reading and thinking, and feel
that they cannot transform this into a manageable plan for an assignment. If
they have tried to make a plan, the step of actually writing might stall them.
They may come to a full stop after writing for a while — or think that perhaps
they should start the whole assignment again in a different way, when there is
no time left.

There are many reasons for finding writing difficult, but probably a fun-
damental one is lack of confidence and feeling that you don’t have anything to
say. Almost every writer, experienced as well as inexperienced, seems to face
this sometimes. Every new piece of writing seems to be a new challenge. If you
can accept this you might find it easier to cope. In Task 1.1 we asked you to
think about some of the ways in which you had been used to writing. It is
possible that you have been used to a particular type of writing which means
that you feel rather blocked when you first approach unfamiliar university
assignments. This was the experience of one student who had held a senior
position in the health service: she was used to writing comprehensive and
detailed reports for management committees but still experienced a writing
block when she began her degree. You may simply need more of a sense of
method and practice, and many of the tasks in this book are designed to
help you achieve this. Try to accept yourself as a writer and acknowledge that
getting started is a common problem. Think of being a student in a profes-
sional way. You might find studying either more satisfying or more daunting
than work you are used to, and you might be expected to carry it out more
independently; this is all the more reason for treating writing assignments
like a job of work. Writing for university is not something you can just expect
to come easily but nor should it involve so much of yourself that it is really
daunting. In the end you simply have to do it as well as you can, accepting
that, like any other activity, you will get better as you go along. Accept, too,
that everybody works differently.

As you get more experienced you will gradually build up confidence in
your own methods and approaches to writing. Always remember that having
difficulty with writing does not reflect on you as a person or on your general
ability to study. Put effort into your assignment but accept that it might be
criticized (and tutors are not always expert at being tactful in these matters).
Try to learn from their comments and accept that they are not criticizing you
as a person or as a student. Remember that writing is fundamentally a way of
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learning as well as a way of producing an assignment for assessment. Some
of your struggle with writing and getting started will be the result of tackling
new material in new ways, as part of the learning process, so that even if you
have difficulties with your actual writing it does not mean that you are not
making progress with your learning.

It is also important to accept that the ‘rhythm of writing’ varies rather
unpredictably. Sometimes you seem to be achieving a lot, sometimes very
little. Sometimes, if you keep going even when you don'’t seem to be achieving
much, suddenly you can have a breakthrough and it becomes easier again.
If today everything seems to be slow, tomorrow the benefits of your hard
work will show, and you find you can achieve a lot in a very short time.
Develop realistic strategies, for example about what reading you are able
to do in the time available. Make time for initial planning and for the
final stages of redrafting and editing your work, as well as for the writing.
There are many parts of writing assignments that you can do in smallish bits
but for writing the whole thing you really need an uninterrupted period
of time.

Keeping a learning log

e Keep a notebook to write down interesting ideas connected with your
courses, from lectures, reading, talking and thinking.
What questions or thoughts did a session raise for you?
What was interesting for you?

Although we suggest that you should see writing as something like a job
of work, try also to think of ways of making it enjoyable. Working with other
students can be really encouraging. You might also want to think of ways of
playing around with writing, for instance, brainstorming or making diagrams
or mind maps to get down your ideas; there are examples of these throughout
the book. What is more, we should emphasize that despite — or perhaps
because of - the difficulties, learning to express and develop your ideas in
writing can be satisfying and rewarding. A student who comes to think of
herself as a writer at university can feel like a new person.

Getting help

Try to talk about any difficulties with other students or your subject tutor,
particularly if there is something that is course-related that you are finding
difficult. It is most unlikely that your difficulties are unique. You may have the
opportunity to seek help from a study support service in your university.
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Problems with writing may be associated with other problems. If you
still have difficulty in getting started and feel really blocked with your writing,
you may find it useful to discuss the problem with a student counsellor, who
will understand and who is trained to help.

A note on word processing

You will probably be required to word-process your assignments, particularly
after the first year. Many university students are already in a position to take a
computer for granted, while for others using one may still be a new idea. If so,
events are overtaking you as new technologies become a crucial part of the
university setting, for example for getting information through the Internet
and in some cases for providing online teaching. Therefore you will need to get
used to using computers at university and should have access to instruction
and guidance. Word processing has dramatically changed the way many
people write. For example, first thoughts can look — misleadingly — as though
they are in a finished state, and the ability to change what you write as you
go makes revising a very different process from writing out many drafts. Just
as people approach writing itself individually, so they have their own ways
of using a word processor. You might need to spend some time experimenting
with how to make best use of a computer to fit in with the way you work. For
example, the ‘spell check’ and ‘word count’ features are extremely useful when
writing assignments. Here is one student’s experience of discovering the uses
of word processing for her university writing:

Since I have been at university I have incorporated word processing
into the method I use for writing my essays. I make notes on the
reading and construct an essay plan on paper and then move on to
the computer to start writing the essay. I find it useful to write an
introductory paragraph directly on to the computer as I think that the
beginning is one of the hardest parts. Typing it on the computer
forces me to start and lets me get into the flow of the essay without
worrying too much about what I have written. I usually go back and
change it into a coherent introduction at the end. Nevertheless, I feel
I need to have something at the beginning so that I can get a feel for
the essay before I embark on the main body of the assignment.

I normally print out what I have written when I am about half way
through so that I can read it properly and make changes by hand.
I can then think through what I am going to write in the second half
and how I will relate it to what I have already written. When I have
finished the essay, written the references and done a spell check, I
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print it again to read it through as I find it difficult to read the essay as
a whole when it is on the screen. Sometimes there are still typing
errors or parts which don't link together very well so I change these
by hand on the printed copy, then on the computer, and when I am
satisfied I hand it in.

A tour through the rest of the book

As we have already said, this book is designed for you to choose the different
sections and tasks that seem the most relevant for you, but we do recommend
that you read it all the way through to get a complete picture of writing at
university.

Chapter 2 introduces some important ways of getting started and
approaching university writing for the first time. It is a good idea to familiarize
yourself with, and practise, the techniques covered as they will be useful for
you to use later on in your studies.

In Chapter 3 we consider what it means to write for different courses.
Most students find that they are being asked to write in a number of different
ways during their time at university. This chapter should help you to identify
the different course requirements that you will encounter for writing
assignments.

Chapter 4 focuses on the importance of analysing the assignment title and
addressing the question set. The tasks in this chapter are designed for you to
apply to any written assignment that you come across while at university.

Chapter 5 looks at reading as an integral part of the writing process and
directs you to useful strategies that you can adopt when reading for your
assignments. Recording your reading, and using this in your writing, is dealt
with under the section on referencing and plagiarism. You will also be encour-
aged to think about yourself as a reader of your own work.

In Chapter 6 we move on to the business of shaping your writing and
introduce you to different approaches to organizing writing and different
types of writing structure. The tasks help you see how to find a central idea and
develop an argument in your writing.

Chapter 7 addresses a question that puzzles many students: how do I get
myself into this assignment? It looks at the different ways of writing academic
knowledge, how to move from the personal to the academic, and also suggests
strategies that you may wish to adopt towards using the first person and writ-
ing your own opinions.

By the time you get to Chapter 8 you will be concerned with putting
everything together and editing and redrafting your work. These issues are
dealt with here, in addition to approaches to writing introductions and
conclusions.
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Chapter 9 looks at the overall sense of your written text and how to make
things coherent. Some attention is given to punctuation as one way of making
sure that your writing will make sense to the reader. The chapter also suggests
ways of usefully building on the feedback that you will get from your tutor for
next time.

In Chapter 10 we explore how you might tackle different kinds of writing,
not just the university essay. We also look at some issues concerning writing
and new technologies, including e-mail and the use of the web.

Chapter 11 looks at the uses of learning journals and other exploratory
writing. This type of writing helps you to take a more personal approach to
your learning and can help to deepen your understanding of course ideas.

Just a final note. This book is about writing for assignments and does not
make any direct reference to writing for exams. However, we believe that
developing your understanding and experience, through attending to the
tasks and strategies in this book, should help you to tackle any of your writing
that has to be undertaken under exam conditions.

Notes

O [Itisimportant to practise different kinds of writing. Try to build up the sense
that for most university courses writing is a crucial element and that part of
your work as a student is to write.

Don’t confine your writing to the required assignments. Try to turn yourself
into a regular writer who does a bit of some kind of writing every day.

Take every opportunity to take part in seminars and discussion groups, and
try to set up a self-help group to discuss reading and related activities and to
review assignments.

Use the exercises in the following chapters as ways of building up your range
of writing and reading techniques, and remind yourself that at each stage of
preparing an assignment you know more than you think.

Keep a ‘learning log’.

If you are new to university study, set aside some time for familiarizing your-
self with how to use a word-processing package.




First thoughts on writing
assignments

—D It all seems so foreign.

It’s like learning a new language - you have to start from the beginning
again.

I just don’t know where to begin.

In this chapter we will assume that you are about to begin your university
study (whether in an area which is new to you or not) and are asking questions
about what you will have to do for writing at university. We will explore what
is involved in university writing and will suggest some first steps that you can
take towards tackling your assignments. Our aim is to help you to be confident
in starting out; our message in this chapter is that you need to be courageous,
prepared to take risks, and committed enough to keep practising. We
acknowledge that university writing can be difficult but believe that there are
ways of approaching it that will build up your confidence and develop your
competence. This chapter uses three well known methods for beginning to
write: practice writing (based on a commonly used ‘free writing’ technique) to
get started with the writing; brainstorming to get down as many ideas as you
can as quickly as you can; generating your own questions to think around a topic.

We will suggest that you try out these techniques in different ways and for
different purposes, both for getting information and ideas, and for presenting
them. The tasks are all designed to help you to get started quickly, so that you
can use what you already know, and find ways of extending and developing
your thinking. We hope that you will enjoy trying these ideas, which are about
thinking, working and writing confidently.

Bridging a gap: you and university study

When you come to write at university you may find that there is a gap that
you have to bridge. On one side there is you, with your background, sense of
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identity and ideas about the world, and on the other there is the subject you
have to write about, based on academic disciplines. It can seem like a foreign
country, far away from you and your familiar setting. This new place can open
up interesting new ways of seeing and understanding for you but it can also
present problems of how to behave, and how to speak and write. It is rather
like joining a group of people involved in a particular activity, who have been
talking together for some time. You have to feel your way into what the group
is talking about: they seem to share ideas that they don’t even mention, and
you don't seem to be able to take part in the way they use language. If you do
join in you may be saying something that doesn’t fit with what else is said.
You don’t know if they may have discussed it already. In any case you can't
find the right words and you expect to be met with silence and puzzlement
and to look foolish. However, usually after listening for a while, once you do
start to take part you can adjust to what is going on and start to contribute in
your own way. You feel awkward at first but if you don’t mind this, it gets
easier. The more you take part the more you are bridging the gap between what
you came with and a different way of thinking and speaking. It can feel the
same way with your university writing.

In higher education different ways of thinking and understanding the
world are expressed through the different academic disciplines, the broad
subject areas that are the basis of university study. Disciplines — for example,
physics, history, psychology — have traditionally been the ways in which a
body of people have made sense of and ‘represented’ the world: that is, built
up particular ways of talking about the aspects of the world that their dis-
cipline looks at and explores. You will often find reference to ‘academic
communities’, which have even been called ‘academic tribes’ to indicate how
they have different customs and territorial claims. The conventions and ways
of viewing and representing the world of different disciplines are often not
made explicit to students. Sometimes academics can be so engrossed in their
subject that they seem to forget that they need to explain their discipline, as a
particular way of constructing knowledge about the world, to students. You
may therefore find yourself struggling to find out both what you can say and
how you can say it when you write for university. We take up this issue again
in Chapter 7. As a student you will find yourself going backwards and forwards
between different disciplines, and we say more about this and ways of writing
for different courses in Chapters 3 and 10.

An example of the ‘foreignness’ of university study that you may
encounter immediately is that subjects have their own jargon - words and
terms that are used in a specific way in their own context. Even if you look
them up in the dictionary, you still won’t understand the way they are used in
a particular subject area because their contextual meanings are specific and
unusual. Familiar words are used differently and new terms are invented.
Different uses of words indicate different ways of thinking about and viewing




PRACTICE WRITING 15

the world, so it is important that you learn the new terms and meanings and
that you are able to use them in your writing. The first task will help you with
this.

TASK 2.1: Make a glossary of terms

Take any subject that you are studying. Choose a few terms that are commonly
used in it. Use your own words to try to pin down what the term means for you. If
you are noting words that are already familiar to you, think about where your
present understanding of them comes from.

As you continue your study, note down where and how the terms come up
and how they are used; you may want to collect and note actual examples of their
usage. Adjust your definitions accordingly. In some cases introductory texts or
a specialist subject dictionary will give you guidance on the meaning of terms
but there is really no substitute for becoming familiar with how they are used in
context, and learning to use them yourself in your own writing.

Pay attention to unfamiliar terms in the extracts and main body of this book
as you work through it. Use your computer to put together a glossary of terms,
editing it as you learn more about the terms you have included. Print it off regularly
so that you can use the hard copy for reference.

Practice writing

When you are first trying to get into the way of a new kind of writing it can be
very useful to make yourself try to write as much as you can about a topic, as a
way of getting your ideas into some kind of external form, and in the process
discovering what these ideas are. Since you are simply practising writing at
this stage, we call this ‘practice writing’. The essential idea of this method is
that it doesn’t matter what the writing is like because the only reader, unless
you choose otherwise, will be yourself. It doesn’t matter whether it is well
written, or even whether it makes sense; the point is to keep doing it. You keep
writing, in continuous prose, not notes, and try to write as much as you can,
either in a preset time or for as long as you can go on. The point is that it
doesn’t matter what or how you write — just that you practise doing it.

The idea of practising writing for university may not seem very contro-
versial but in fact most students don’t do much ongoing writing for their
courses — instead they just have to produce assignments each term as finished
products. It isn’t usually suggested that they may need to do a lot of pre-
liminary practise, of small amounts of different kinds of writing. Yet it is
obvious that to be a tennis player you have to practise. It is the same with
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university writing: just as learning the rules of tennis isn’t the same as being
able to play, neither is reading about a subject the way to learn to write about it
— although of course reading is an essential prerequisite for university writing.

One thing that makes writing difficult is that we are inclined to be critical
of what we are writing as we do it and to try to make the writing good and
correct from the beginning. This habit may come from experiences at school.
If you are writing something that you find easy, where you know more or
less what you want to say, this may work, and you might possibly end up with
a piece of writing that you can use straight away. This is very rare, however. In
doing a piece of writing for university, you have to accept that you will be
likely to need several attempts, correcting and amending it, to get it right; you
will need to redraft and edit your writing. We look at this process in Chapter 8.
An important purpose of practice writing is that it separates the first thinking
part of writing from the critical editing part. Trying to get your writing right in
every way can inhibit you from allowing your ideas to flow freely and your
language to develop. The message is simple: you can’t be expected to do every-
thing at once. In practice writing you are rigorously turning your back on your
editing voice which tells you that this isn’t making sense, suggests that you go
back and start again, or, even worse, insinuates that this is so terrible there
is no point in trying and you’ll never be able to do it. With practice writing
you are doing one thing at a time and discovering what you know, in the way
you yourself can express it, right from the beginning.

Practice writing is an easy way of making yourself do plenty of writing.
However, as you proceed you will want to make it more focused. Try the
technique, for example, when you have had a lecture. If you are able to take
5 minutes at the end to practice-write about it, without referring to your
notes, you may be surprised at how much you can remember and produce, and
how effectively you will be getting down ideas from the lecture which you can
make good use of later.

In the following task on practice writing, we suggest a topic, ‘The family’,
because we go on to discuss this as an example. If you prefer, try it now on a
topic that is more closely connected to your study. Notice that here we are
suggesting that you work on a general topic from your course, whereas later in
the book we examine assignments in a more focused way.

TASK 2.2: Practice writing for university

Set a timer for 5 minutes, then just write as much as you can on ‘The family in
Britain today’. Start from any point of view you like. You may, for instance, find it
easier to start with your experience of your own family. Remember that it doesn’t
matter where you start or what you write because this is writing for practice and to
get you started. Write in continuous prose, not just notes.
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When you have finished, read through what you have written. What do you
think of it?

Identify what you have written about and think about why.

Notice how you have written. Do you pursue one thought or jump about?
Have you written in complete sentences?

Did this exercise work for you? Are there any surprises in what you have done?

Keep this writing by you as you work through the next few pages on the
family.

You may be surprised at what you have written. (Writers are often
surprised at what they write.) You may have kept to one idea or have written
in a more random way. Perhaps you find that you are enjoying playing
with ideas or language. Even if you have not written very coherently, you will
notice that it makes some sort of sense, although you may not have bothered
much with punctuation. You may like this piece of writing, and might want to
develop it.

Here is an example of an attempt at this task:

The family in Britain today

Families are fine when they work but they don’t work very well often,
sometimes they even get what social scientists call dysfunctional,
what does this mean? Well it seems to mean that none of them can
get on with each other and they can’t work like families should.
All families have their problems but I think that is a part of being in
a family, so what do we mean by a family anyway? I think that this
is changing all the time and if we go to other cultures we see how
different families are. When my granny was younger she was one
of 17 children and all her uncles and aunts lived in one town,
but my family lives all over the place and mostly we don’t see
each other beyond the immediate ones. Lots of my friends live in
different kinds of families like with just their mum or dad or with
other people and I live with my half brother so it’s difficult to see
what a family might mean in the future. Anyway I enjoyed seeing
some of my family last Christmas but again in America its thanks-
giving for families.

You see that this writer has many thoughts about families but they are
rather jumbled up and her punctuation and grammar are imprecise. She is not
‘editing’ as she writes. The piece reads more like speech than formal writing,
as if she is talking to herself — which indeed she is. It is noticeable that the
writer uses her own personal outlook to think about families in more general
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terms. She is getting her ideas from her own experiences and probably from
the media, where general ideas and opinions about the family are often
expressed. However, she also uses the term ‘dysfunctional’ to refer to families
that are not functioning in ways that they might be expected to. This is not
originally an everyday term but has become adopted into more general use.
If this writer were to continue with her writing at this stage her ideas would
probably begin to flow more easily and the connections would be clearer.
As we see in Chapter 6, some writers find that writing like this is a good way to
start a piece of work. Once they have gathered information, practice writing
is a way of getting down what they know as quickly as they can so that they
can begin to look at what they have in front of them and from that plan their
assignment.

The term ‘family’ has a very wide range of meanings and associations.
Your own thinking and your talk about ‘my family’ may be determined mainly
by your personal and social background and experiences. The family is also a
topical public issue, and the media and politicians have a good deal to say
about it, from different perspectives, in ways that are charged with conflicting
meanings that represent the interests and views of different groups. For
example, the term ‘family values’ has different associations for different
groups, some positive, some negative. Academic disciplines speak about the
family in specific ways which have different meanings from those of politi-

cians, the law, the church and the media. The following list indicates different
kinds of approaches of different disciplines:

Sociology: how the family functions as a group or fits into the larger
structure of society. How the concept of the family is used to explain
social issues.

Psychology: the impact of family relationships on the individual.
Literary studies: how fiction depicts a particular family and how this
relates to the language and form of a novel.

History: how family patterns and behaviour have changed over
time.

Social anthropology: families in different cultures, with different cul-
tural interpretations of the meanings of the family.

Biology: ‘family’ used as a category or a means of classification — a
group of objects distinguished by common features.

To give a fuller example, here are two attempts to deal with the idea of the
family at the beginning of a sociology essay:

The word ‘family’ can mean different things . . . in this country, when
social policy makers refer to the family, they commonly mean the
‘nuclear family’, involving two parents and their children.
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The traditional notion of the family with the father as breadwinner
in the public sphere of paid employment and mother as carer in the
private world of home is increasingly remote from the reality of
modern day households . . .

You will notice that these writers are concerned with different ideas
about what the family means rather than offering any set definition. One of
the important aspects of university study is that it can invite us to question
our currently held assumptions and ideas, so that, for example, you can come
to compare what ‘the family’ has meant to you with how your understanding
changes from studying it as a part of a university course.

Brainstorming

The next method that we look at for getting started on an assignment uses
note form rather than the continuous prose of practice writing. The idea
of brainstorming your ideas is that you simply note down as many ideas as
possible about a topic, in words or phrases. As with practice writing, it is
important that you don’t censor what you come up with; just note down
anything you can, as quickly as possible. Later you will select and throw
out some items. You can do this task as a list, but many people like to begin
to arrange their brainstorming ideas spatially, which helps them to see how
they relate to each other. It can therefore be a good idea to use a blank piece
of A4 paper so that you can arrange your jottings where you like over the page
as you think of them.

As in the practice writing exercise, use your own topic for the following
task if you prefer.

TASK 2.3: Brainstorm for writing

Take the topic ‘The family in Britain today’. Write down as many points about this
topic as you can, using single words or phrases. You may find it useful to arrange
your ideas spatially on your page, to give you an idea of how they begin to group
together.

Now compare the brainstorming ideas that you have noted with the list
below. Can you think about where your own ideas have come from?

The family in Britain today

e Parents - parenting — should it be taught?
e Different cultures — different models of what is a family.
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Families are difficult and can be completely dysfunctional.

Is the nuclear family on its way out? Ideal family in ‘ads’.

New kinds of family emerging — e.g. single parents, shared parenting.
High rate of divorce.

Family Christmas — do | want it?

Family values — meaning — use by politicians.

Are families in decline?

Even from so small a list as this you will see that this writer has a number
of ideas about different and changing family patterns that she might want
to pursue in further study. It shows that she has ideas which she will be able to
draw on, for example in a social studies course. Studying on a university course
will give her the opportunity to clarify, systematize and change her thinking.
This list seems to come from the writer’s thinking on what she has read in the
media, a kind of ‘general knowledge’ that she has picked up and that would
be shared by many people from the same culture. Perhaps the same is true for
you, or you might have ideas from your personal or work experience. The
relationship between what you already have in mind and your study will be
variable but it is a good idea to begin by clarifying and exploring any ideas that
you already have. Once you have done this you will need to get your ideas
more organized and focused on particular questions and assignment titles. You
may also use the brainstorming method as a way of pushing your thinking
further as well as for beginning to organize your ideas.

Some students like doing this kind of brainstorming thinking by using a
‘spider diagram’ (see Figure 2.1). The basis for this technique, which has now
become very familiar, and which you may know, is that ideas are not arranged
in our heads in a simple linear structure, one following another, but in dif-
ferent patterns. To force ideas into a linear sequence, as writing prose does, from
a beginning to an end, is to give a kind of structure to our mental constructs
that does not really fit them as they are. You see how in Figure 2.1 the notes
can be put in different places right from the start, and then links between
different ideas can be added as the writer considers them. You can experiment
with different ways of representing your ideas visually.

Generating questions

At this point we will move to the first stages in thinking about producing a
specific assignment, as one way of getting used to the process. In Chapter 4 we
will give you a more systematic method for tackling a particular assignment.
Let us take a possible question from a first-year politics course as an example.
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We don’t necessarily expect you to know anything about the topic below
from the point of view of a university politics course. The point of this task
is to define your own thoughts as a preliminary to further work. In order to
model the process for yourself, we suggest that you try out the following task
from your general knowledge and understanding. Then in the future you
should be able to apply this method to one of your own assignments.

TASK 2.4: Generate questions on a topic

Work on this title: ‘What is racism? Can it be eradicated?’ Make a list of as many
questions as you can that this title suggests to you. You are not, of course, expected
to answer any of these questions — just to pose them.

Now compare your list with the following example:

What do we mean by race?

What are the causes of racism?

Is racism mainly to do with black and white?

Is racism an innate human characteristic?

Are there some societies where racism doesn’t exist?
Are there different kinds of racism?

How has racism manifested itself historically?

Can anyone be racist?

What is the connection between racism and religious intolerance?
What effect have laws against racism had?

Is policy-making and the law an answer?

How am | personally affected by racism?

Is there a difference between racism and prejudice?

These questions are very varied and you will realize that neither this
assignment nor even a fairly general politics course could answer all of them.
They certainly do not begin to form a plan for an essay. It is also interesting
that all of these questions could lead to further questioning, which, as we
explore further in Chapter 4, is an important part of being able to be searching
and analytical in your writing. It is always important that the student as well as
the tutor asks questions. Generate questions for yourself when you embark on
a new course, and as you are about to read a book or article, or attend a lecture.
Formulating the questions helps you to be clear about how you conceive the
subject and what you hope you will get from the materials and other sources of
information. It starts you thinking in a purposeful way as you explore different
sources for ideas.
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As you embark on your study you can expect to encounter various ways
in which you will be helped towards tackling assignment questions. Firstly,
your course syllabus or handbook should give you a good idea about how
the particular topic of your chosen assignment fits into others. Lecturers may
also suggest appropriate ways in which you might think about the topics.
Handouts may direct you to particular readings, or provide a series of different
definitions. In discussion groups of various kinds you may be asked to intro-
duce particular topics. This will give you the opportunity to explore your own
understanding in the company of others who do not necessarily share your
views. You may find that you have to defend your opinions, or listen to others
and change what you think on how you approach a topic. In all of this it is
always a good idea to do your own thinking first, to put together and make
concrete your ideas, see how they relate to what you are learning at university,
and develop them by more thinking and reading.

Course handouts may:

Define what you have to learn.
Provide material that is especially relevant for the particular course.
Provide definitions and explanations; work notes; follow-up questions.

Lectures may:

Define the range of the course of study.

Process a wide range of information into a form that you, the student, can handle
more easily.

Give you a model of how to practise the subject.

Seminars/discussion groups may:

Give you the chance to talk about the subject and practise using its language.
Enable you to explore and develop your ideas in company with others.
Require you to give presentations on an aspect of the subject of study.

In this chapter we have been looking at ways of getting started with your
university writing. The process of thinking and rethinking that you should be
going through in your studying will be easier and more productive if you keep
formulating and processing your ideas in a range of different kinds of writing.
If you make sure that this includes a good deal of continuous prose, you will
build up a sense of your own identity as a university writer.
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Notes

O

Look out for new terminology and if necessary ask the meaning of terms in
different subjects. Notice unfamiliar terms in this book.

Use brainstorming to clarify what you know and what you think before you
start any new piece of work.

Practise many different kinds of writing as much as you can and don’t just rely
on writing assignments.

Don't expect that you can get your writing right the first time you do it.
Remember that writing is for learning.

Be prepared to think broadly before you focus in on a question or a particular
assignment.




Writing for different courses

—D The thing I've learnt now on this course is that it’s all about for or
against, and criticizing one argument with another.

In management science students are encouraged to include examples
from their own experience and are less oriented towards textbook
theory than other subjects.

This year I've done courses from English, drama and Spanish and the
writing is completely different for all of them.

One of the most difficult things to learn about being a university student is
how to tackle the variety of different written assignments that you will be
asked to complete throughout the course. Normally, when we think of writing
at university we think about ‘how to write an essay’. In fact traditional essay
writing may be only one of many types of writing that you will come across
during your studies. You may be asked to write reports or to write about
your subject area from a particular point of view, for example in a journalistic
style or for a professional audience. You may be required to write a summary,
an evaluation of a piece of personal research, a commentary or a critique
of a book or article (see Chapter 10). In this chapter we will be thinking about
some of the different types of writing that students have been asked to do and
hope to get you thinking about the writing that you have come across at
university so far. Different types of writing require different approaches. Before
you can adequately complete a piece of written work you have to find ways of
unpacking what that particular piece of work is likely to entail.

Ways of writing

If you are writing in a way with which you are familiar, you will be able to go
through this unpacking process without even thinking about it. We talked
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about this in Chapter 1. A good example of this is to think about letter writing.
Most of us send letters at some time in our lives. If you write a letter to a friend
then you are likely to find that writing it comes quite easily to you. However,
if you had to write a letter of condolence to the same friend then you
would probably find yourself having to think very carefully, not just about the
wording but about what you wanted to communicate in the writing. It is very
likely that you would be aware of the possible responses that your friend would
be likely to have to reading your letter. In contrast, you may at times have to
write a letter for a job application, a letter of complaint to the local council or
to your bank manager to ask for an overdraft. Each type of writing would be
different but it is not very easy to identify why each is different from the other,
or more importantly what new strategies you are adopting as you begin to
write. When we write we are — often subconsciously — thinking about our
audience; we draw from an enormous lexicon of words to express what it is
that we wish to communicate to the person, real or imagined, who is going to
read what we have written. Sometimes the ‘ground rules’ of what to write seem
very clear and explicit. In other circumstances we find ourselves floundering
around trying to work out what might be appropriate ways of writing.

Different perspectives

Writing in different ways and for different purposes does not just involve using
different vocabulary. It is about the way that ideas are ordered into sentences
and paragraphs to communicate to the reader of each particular piece of
writing. At university the way that we write about something is determined
by the assignment title within the discipline or subject which we are studying.
One useful way of thinking about the different writing requirements of our
courses is to think in terms of ‘fields of study’ rather than disciplines or
subjects. The traditional academic disciplines are much less clearly defined
than they were in the past, and so it is difficult to say specifically how
you are expected to write in, for example, history, English or psychology.
The way that you will be expected to write depends very much upon the
particular orientation of the course and what degree programme you are
following. For example, you may find yourself studying issues concerning the
environment from a geographical, social, cultural or biological perspective,
depending upon the particular course or unit that you are undertaking. The
way in which you will be expected to write about environmental issues
depends not on the subject area, ‘environmental studies’, but on the specific
orientation of the course and the academic staff who designed it. In a similar
way, a student in her first term at university was asked to complete the follow-
ing written assignments, which were all being taken within an English degree
programme:
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Provide a semiotic analysis of a visual image of your own choice,
explaining possible denotational and connotational meanings,
and showing how specific features of the image contribute to these
meanings.

Write an essay of about 1500 words reviewing a current London
production in the light of the perspectives offered by the unit.

Write a detailed account of your reading of one of the poems from
the anthology, showing how that reading is influenced by one of the
following: your race; your class; your gender; your education.

Choose one novel which you have studied on the unit and making
use of one or two secondary critical texts, offer a critical discussion
of ways in which the novel of your choice has been read by another
critic.

Although they were all assignments from English-based courses, the
student had to approach each piece of writing in a different way, drawing
on different kinds of source material and different types of analysis for her
final writing. In the first she was required to analyse an image (possibly an
advertisement), and, therefore, in her writing it was necessary to take on
some new and complex vocabulary, and to use this to move back and forth
between the image and her interpretation of it. (We talked about using new
terminology in Chapter 2.) In the second, although she was directed to write
an essay, she actually had to write something more akin to a theatre review. In
the third case, she found herself having to incorporate some of her own
experiences into her writing, whereas in the last assignment, although she
was able to make her own choice of novel, the emphasis was on the secondary
sources from other authors which would inform her analysis. Each piece of
writing was asking her to look at the area of knowledge - the novel, the poem,
the play and the visual image — in a particular way and from a particular
perspective.

Unpacking assignments

As a student you have to learn how to unpack what may be required in each
new assignment. It is unlikely that the requirements of any piece of writing
will be clearly spelt out to you; in fact a major part of learning to study at
university is finding ways of understanding how to write your knowledge
within a particular ‘field of study’ for a particular audience — in most cases the
tutor who is going to mark your work. Each time you come across a new way
of writing your knowledge in a particular ‘field of study’ it can seem strangely
unfamiliar and very difficult to work out. Part of learning about that ‘field
of study’ is learning to write it in your assignments. That is why it is very
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important that you try and work out what is involved in writing any particular
piece of work. One way of doing this is to ask your tutor or the person who
set your assignment. Most tutors will themselves be trained in a particular
discipline and they are often expecting and looking for particular ways of
writing that disciplinary knowledge within the ‘field of study’.

The quotes from tutors below show some of the ways in which tutors in
higher education have described their disciplines and what they are looking
for in their students’ written work. It is important to remember that these
are individual tutors talking about what they see as necessary in a good piece
of student writing. We are not describing specific, definitive ways of writing these
particular disciplines. The purpose of these quotes is to help you to see that you,
the student, are often being asked to write in many different ways as you move
from one written assignment to another.

Students come into my course from many different backgrounds —
sociology, anthropology, psychology, history, philosophy, American
studies — and because of this they often have a lot of problems with
their writing. Basically, I am looking for a traditional essay format
and am particularly concerned with getting students to tease out the
logic of an argument and look at the relationship between premises
and conclusions. I often find that students under-analyse things and
that their own voices are not heard in their writing. Writing essays
is all about different strategies of interpretation and students find
this difficult. In one of the courses I teach some of the students from
social science subjects are very inexperienced at using the personal in
their writing. Some of the students from English or history do not
really know how to interpret the particular texts we use in this course
in their writing.

(Politics tutor)

The students who are doing courses from the humanities in con-
junction with this course seem to have some difficulties with their
essays. In their other courses tutors are looking for spontaneity, per-
sonal reactions and something original. Those who come from social
sciences write in a more organized but rather conventional way; they
are better at developing an argument and using data to illustrate the
argument. I am looking for something else again but I am not looking
for a fixed style. Basically, the style of writing should be related to
what students are saying. Adopting a personal perspective can be
useful in essays but it is never more than a take-off point, and is
something to incorporate into the main body of the essay from other
materials that they have read. Your own experience can illustrate
interesting points but cannot possibly do more than that. Some
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students keep intervening in terms of their own personal likes and
dislikes and find it difficult to distance themselves from their own
opinions. This is not really acceptable but students can give an
anecdotal example to help bring out a point, particularly if it fits in
with other examples and can show that this illustrates the point
that they are trying to make. In this way they can incorporate the
personal. An increasing tendency is for students to write safe essays
based on basic facts. A good essay has to have structure and content
and be well argued but apart from that there are not any strict guide-
lines about how to write an assignment. By the final year I would
expect my students’ writing to be about processing information, not
just the facts.

(Social anthropology tutor)

Some students tend to ‘copy’ rather than express themselves in
their writing. Law requires information processing and analytic
skills and students have difficulties with using their legal knowledge
to work through the argument to a legal solution. Sometimes we use
sample answers which deal with the substance of a legal point;
the sample answer deals with the substance of the legal point but
not with issues of style and presentation. In student writing the
use of correct terminology is very important — for example, in civil
law you cannot say X is guilty, you must say X is liable. This sort
of thing is very important for students to get right in their writing.
In critical legal studies students are not just learning but evaluating
and deconstructing many of their own ideas. In the first year they
unravel and evaluate critically what those ideas are, and in the
second year they are evaluating the law and whose interest is being
protected.

(Law tutor)

Students have a problem of not being selective and knowing what is
essential information, so in their writing there tends to be too much
description rather than the development of a structured argument.
Also they often lack an understanding of the link between theory and
evidence. They need to be able to evaluate theory using evidence as
support and write a structured essay which develops logically. A lot of
students have difficulties setting something up, arguing it through
and bringing it to a conclusion. Although a standard 2.2 answer
may give accurate information most students are not using argument
skills. Writing clearly and well with clarity is important, and I focus as
much on the written style as on the content but I know that some of
my colleagues focus more on the content. I am looking for the ways
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in which students use the structure of their writing to convey their
point. Getting underneath the problem is a difficulty for students. If
you don’t get a central concept right then how can you argue about
it if you do not know what you are talking about? Sometimes students
don’t pick up on the central issues. They learn to put one theory
followed by another one and then end up by saying they don’t know
the answer. This is a typical 2.2 answer which is limited in its scope
of the real grasp of the argument. Of course, many mature students
are trying to unlearn and develop new ways of thinking. They have to
learn not to think about what they are doing as an office manager but
to think about it as a psychologist.

(Psychology tutor)

Students are meant to be putting answers into words for a manager
but sometimes they just analyse the last number they come to and
that is the answer. We try to use model answers but the problem with
model answers is that there is not really a model answer. What we are
looking for is various key points in some kind of logical order and the
conclusion to follow from the evidence. Students often lack any
appreciation of the real issue that they are meant to be looking at
and do not know how to put maths into writing and into solving
real-life problems. So they look at the key word and dump everything
on the page that they have heard about it instead of developing
a logical argument around the subject. In management sciences
students are working across disciplines; they are combining with
languages, psychology, accounting, economics and in essence can
come from any subject area. In some ways students have less difficulty
adapting to writing in management science than they do in adapting
to other subjects because it is more flexible and more common sense;
it is less related to the literature. Students are encouraged to include
examples from their own experience and are less oriented towards
textbook theory than other subjects.

(Management sciences tutor)

Students have difficulties with organization and knowing how to
use primary texts. They often fail to build the essay around the text.
They need to be able to organize an argument, answer the question
and learn to play with the terms of the question. There is a need to be
able to find appropriate quotations, and once students have the
quotes they should use these for analytic purposes or to further an
argument. One of the problems with ‘post-structuralist’ theories in
the humanities is that writing such theory takes you away from where
the students are. Students exposed to these discourses begin to parrot
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these discourses. We do need to find ways of introducing students to
these discourses without their parrot-phrasing it in their own writing.
(English tutor)

The assessments include problem-solving exercises, writing essays,
practicals, answering short questions, mini-tests, theoretical projects
and a comprehension exercise. We are testing the students’ ability to
read and critically evaluate a paper, and their writing and compre-
hension skills. Students are also asked to write an abstract for talks
they are giving. There are no clear guidelines for written work but it
has to have some structure and content and be well laid out and
argued. In some essays we are looking for factual information and
in others looking at things in much broader global terms. By the third
year writing is much more about how students are processing the
information and not just the facts.

(Biology tutor)

What you should notice as you read through the comments of these tutors
is that they are all asking for something slightly different from their students’
writing. In other words, there is no one way of academic writing. It is impor-
tant to keep this point in mind as you approach each new written assign-
ment. As we said, one of the best ways of finding out what is required for
any particular piece of written work is to ask your tutor. Since your tutor
is most likely to be the person to mark your work it is useful to establish
what her guidelines are about written work. Your tutor will probably have set
‘office hours’ when she will be able to answer students’ queries. Increasingly
tutors are also making their e-mail addresses available to students. The sorts of
question you may be asking, depending on the subjects that you are studying,
are listed below:

Questions to ask the tutor

e Should I say what exactly | am going to do in my introduction?
How do | incorporate the quotes | use?
How do | set out and refer to charts, diagrams and tables?
What do you mean when you say ‘use evidence to support my argument’?
In my last essay | was told that | needed to ‘develop an argument’. Could
you explain exactly what that means?
Is this to be written in the form of a report or an essay or is it a different kind
of writing altogether?
How do | use theory to describe my practical professional experience?
I do not really understand the essay question. Could you give me a bit more
information about it?
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Can | use ‘I' in my essay?

Is it all right to quote from newspaper articles?

I know what | want to say but | just cannot get it down on paper. Is there any
advice that you could give me for this particular assignment?

What sorts of thing should | be putting in the conclusion?

Key elements of university writing

The tutors quoted above all had slightly different ways of describing their
students’ writing but often used a similar kind of terminology (what we call
‘key elements’) to describe what they were looking for. Below is a list of some
of the more commonly used key elements for university writing. You will
often find that feedback on your work may refer to these and you can expect
to have to include some of them in the different kinds of written assignment
that you will encounter during your studies. Each time you write you will
probably be using a number of these key elements in some form or other in
your writing. The tutors who mark your work will be looking out for the things
that they think are most important, but as you will have seen from the above
examples they will not all be looking for the same things. It is useful for you
to find ways of identifying at what points in your writing you are drawing
on these elements. The following task is designed to help you to do that.

TASK 3.1: Looking for key elements

Choose an assignment that you are working on at the moment. Work through the
following list and consider which key elements are likely to apply to this particular
assignment.

Key elements of university essay writing

Developing an argument
Linking theory and evidence
Drawing a conclusion
Analysing

Being critical

Developing a central idea
Processing information
Incorporating facts

Correct terminology

Logical order
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Use of evidence to support an argument
Use of primary texts

Use of quotations

Drawing on personal experience
Expressing own opinions

Using personal interpretation

If you have difficulties deciding which key elements will be relevant, then try
completing the exercise with a student who is writing the same assignment.

Different ways of knowing

You have probably begun to get a sense by now of the complexity of academic
writing and why it can often seem rather a daunting task when you are
faced with your written course assignments. You may be asking yourself the
following questions:

e How can I learn to recognize what each writing task is about?
e How can I learn to be a competent writer in all my different courses?

If you look back to Chapter 2, you will see that we emphasized the importance
of asking questions at each stage of writing. The following task develops this
idea by getting you to ask questions about a number of your own assignments.

TASK 3.2: Comparing two assignment titles

Find two assignment titles that you are working on from different courses at
the moment. They may be courses in the same subject areas or ‘fields of study’ (for
example, both broadly history courses), or they may be from different areas
altogether (for example, European studies and English).

Take a blank piece of A4 paper. At the top of the page write the two assign-
ment titles that you have chosen.

Now look at the list of questions below. As you work through the list write
down your answer in relation to the assignment titles that you have chosen. For
this particular exercise it is best to avoid note form. Try to write your answers in
complete sentences. Imagine that you were going to ask somebody to read this so
you want to make sure that it makes sense to the reader.

*  Are the two assignments from the same subject area?
¢ How do you think they seem similar?
e How do you think they seem different?
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Would you describe the kind of writing that is being asked for as an essay or as
something else — for example, a report, a commentary, a summary?

Will you need to quote from sources in writing this assignment?

How will you reference other authors in this assignment?

What sources (books, articles, reports, handouts) will you need to help you to
write the assignment?

Will you use any of the following in preparation: lecture notes; books and
articles by recognized authors on the same topic; official reports; primary
sources (a poem, a novel, an original historical document); secondary sources
(what somebody else has written about the above, for example, a book on
literary criticism); graphs, charts and diagrams?

When you look at what you have written you should be able to see
just how varied the writing tasks from different courses may be and how
approaching them in this way can help you to focus on how to analyse each
one. Each time that you are confronted with a new piece of work you can use
this kind of analysis to help you work out how you are going to approach your
writing at this very early stage. We develop this approach to analysing the
assignment in more detail in the next chapter.

The following quote from Lizzy, a first-year undergraduate, might
also help you to understand some of the difficulties that so many students
experience with the requirements of different courses, particularly in their first
year at university.

The trouble is that coming from A levels it all seems so different here.
When I did my A levels I never had any difficulties writing essays. In
all our courses we were given dictated notes and wrote essays from
these notes. We weren’t expected to use a number of different sources
or make any choices about what we used in our essays. I think that
was one of the reasons I came unstuck with my writing when I got to
university. I found it really difficult to introduce arguments and use
different authors’ opinions in history. In fact I had real problems with
my first history essay. I'd never done history at school, well not since
before GCSE, and I just wrote this essay using one book. That was the
way we'd learned in English. I had no idea that you had to read one
author and set one idea against another. Although we had lots of
advice on essay writing it was all about the technical things, refer-
encing and all that, not about the really difficult bits like structure
and argument. The thing is that in Spanish everything here is centred
around this one sort of textbook so again you don't really have to use
other ideas much. That makes it easier to write an essay. And of course
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it’s the same in English. You just relate the essay to a particular text.
I'm doing drama as well and there we have a list of what’s needed, we
don’t have to write an argument or anything. It's about things like
stage plans. The thing I've learnt now about history is that it’s all
about for or against and criticizing one argument with another.
Although I would like to put forward my own point of view I'd never
say anything like ‘I think’. I'd have to say something like ‘it could be
argued’ or ‘general opinion would be’. Sometimes [ have used ‘I’ in the
conclusion but it would depend a bit on who my tutor was.

Structure and argument

If you look back at the quotes from the tutors you will see just how many of
them refer to the notion of ‘structure’ and ‘argument’. Lizzy also talks about
these concepts. It is not easy to define exactly what is meant by ‘structure’ and
‘argument’, and we will be investigating ideas about this at many different
points throughout the book. Chapter 6 introduces ways of developing an
argument in your writing. What we can say at this stage is that argument and
structure are not tangible concepts; we cannot break them down and describe
the constituent parts. As this lecturer says:

I can recognize a good piece of student writing when I see it. I know
when it is well structured and has a well-developed argument but it is
difficult to say exactly what I am looking for, let alone describe a good
argument more fully.

The traditional essay format approach to writing

If you look back over this chapter you will see that we have made reference
to the idea of a traditional essay, although, as we have said, in practice you
are likely to come across many different ways of writing during your studies.
The more traditional academic essay will have an introduction, which sets the
scene; a main body, in which you outline and develop your argument; and
a conclusion, in which you bring everything together. Advice about essay
writing usually gives instructions as to how to go about and successfully
complete this type of writing at university in the way laid out below:

Introduction: What is this essay going to be about?

Main body: What are the themes that I am developing to support my
argument?

Conclusion: What are the consequences of what I have written?
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In our experience many students find it very easy to identify this kind of
format and know that they have to start with an introduction, develop their
ideas in the main body and then bring everything to a neat and satisfactory
conclusion. In practice, of course, following this kind of format is much
more complicated than it seems; many students struggle with getting their
ideas down on paper despite knowing in theory what the finished product
should look like. Although this framework may be useful as a general rule of
thumb for some of your writing, you are likely to find that many of your
assignments do not fit neatly into it. You may find it more useful to think
of this idea of breaking down the essay into three parts as just one approach
to assignment writing. Another approach which we develop below is the
‘building blocks’ approach, which can give you a general feel for the structure
of the assignment that you are writing. The chapters that follow develop
the notion that you are creating and building your own structure in your
writing as you work through the process of writing a particular assignment. In
essence, you are moulding your knowledge - through your writing - to the
task, the written assignment.

The ‘building blocks’ approach to writing

Writing assignments is about finding the right building blocks each time and
putting them together in a coherent order. In the same way that using the
same raw materials is unlikely to result in two identical buildings, even if you
use the same sources and answer the same question no two assignments will
ever be exactly the same. If we look back to the tutors’ comments we can see
how repeatedly they use words and metaphors linked with building as ways of
describing student writing in their own subject areas; if it is difficult to describe
something one way, then coming to the same thing from another direction
can often help. We can use metaphors in this way to help understand how
to develop structure and argument in our academic writing. These are some of
the words and phrases tutors and students use to describe writing assignments:

Structuring
Building blocks
Support

Model

Linking

Mixing

Body

Processing

Getting underneath
Centre
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Construction
Shaping

Using ‘building blocks’ is a metaphorical way of thinking about writing
which we hope will be helpful to you when you come to a new assignment.
As you approach each new assignment, you, the writer, are the ‘apprentice’
but your tutor is more likely to be an ‘experienced builder’. Although a more
experienced academic writer may be able to describe in very general terms
what a finished structure — the written assignment — could look like, that does
not necessarily help you with the actual process of writing. Your tutor will be
able to tell you where you went wrong with your writing after the finished
structure is completed. What you have to remember is that at this stage,
although you may feel like an ‘apprentice’ you are actually in charge of the
building. As the writer you have to be able to identify the building blocks
and put them together in a way that makes sense. In Chapter 2 we discussed
brainstorming and illustrated the use of a spider diagram. These are useful
techniques to use now to identify the building blocks, the different parts of
your assignment. In Chapter 6 we look at the ways in which you can build
from topics and themes to support your argument and illustrate this with the
use of a mind map. Using these visual representations can be helpful in identi-
fying the building blocks that you may decide to use in your particular piece of
writing. Whatever piece of academic writing you are attempting, whatever
subject or course you are doing, you will be putting together all the com-
ponents into a structured coherent whole. You will be the one to have to make
choices about the sources you will be drawing from, what to put in and what to
leave out, and what are the most important points to make in answering the
question. Assignment writing is never about writing down everything that you
know about the subject. It is always about addressing a specific question and
answering it in such a way that your tutor is able to assess how well you have
understood that aspect of the course. In the next chapter we will be examining
how you start from the title and begin writing. Before we move on, it will help
you to have completed the tasks set in this chapter because, in themselves,
they are the building blocks of what is to follow.

Notes

O There is no one way of academic writing.

Courses may ask for a variety of ways of writing, even if they are broadly
within the same ‘field of study’.

Be prepared to write — and think — in different ways for different assignments
and for different parts of courses.
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O

Tutors will have their own understandings of what constitutes a good piece of
student writing.

Ask your tutor what she is looking for in your written work.

Find out if it is possible to e-mail your tutor as an alternative to seeing her
personally.

Visual representation (spider diagrams, mind maps) can help you identify your
building blocks for writing.

Writing an assignment is about more than knowing you have three parts to an
essay.




Beginning with the title

—D I can’t answer this. | don’t understand the question.
Students often don’t answer the question that has been set.

| can’t answer this, | don’t know anything about it.

We saw in the previous chapter how you are likely to find it necessary to
write in different ways for different courses during your time at university. This
chapter will look at ways of developing strategies to analyse and work with
your assignments which should help you to approach the different pieces of
writing that you have to do. It builds on the tasks that we have suggested so
far. We will begin with the title. One criticism frequently levelled at students
by lecturers is that students do not answer the question. One lecturer put it like
this:

When my students ask me about essay writing, there are three main
pieces of advice that I give them. One, answer the question. Two,
answer the question. Three, answer the question.

At the same time, students often complain that they find it difficult to
work out what the question is asking of them. When they seek advice they
may find that they receive the kind of response that this student experienced:

I didn't really understand the question, none of us did, so I went to
my tutor and asked what it meant and how I should write it. She said
that she could not give me any further advice because that was the
point of the exercise, to work out how to answer the question.

Despite this student’s experience, our advice to you is that initially, if you
really are having difficulties answering a particular assignment question, then
you should go to your tutor and ask his or her advice. We have made this point
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previously and we will be making it again throughout the book. However, we
hope that by the time you have worked through this chapter you will feel more
confident in tackling questions which seem daunting and unfamiliar.

Key words

One way that students are often taught to approach a new title is to pick out
the key words and work with these to understand how they should approach
the assignment. A student described how she had used this approach at A level:

My strategy for dealing with the essay title is one that I learned at
school. Basically, I pick out key words from the title and plan my struc-
ture around that. Then I try to write from this, putting together the
introduction, the main body and lastly the conclusion. The trouble is
that I keep getting blocked and can’t get any further with the writing.
When I try to write from the plan then I just drift off when I'm writing.

With the key words approach you pick out what seem to be the important
parts of the question and ignore the linking words. The focus is on leaving out
the less important linking words and picking out both the content key words
(what the assignment is about) and the academic key words such as those in
the list below:

Academic keywords

Discuss

Explain

Compare and contrast
Describe

Analyse

lllustrate

Evaluate

Outline

Critically examine
Assess

TASK 4.1: Identifying academic key words

One way of usefully working with the academic key words of the question is to
spend some time thinking about the meanings of these words. Look at the above
list. Look over some of the questions for written assignments in your course.
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* Do they use any of these words?

*  Why do you think the lecturer has used a particular academic keyword rather
than another?

e Write down your own ideas about what the academic keywords mean (do not
use dictionary definitions).

Disadvantages of just looking for key words

Although we feel that looking for the key words can be a useful starting point,
as we hope you will have learnt by trying out Task 4.1, there are two main
reasons why we want to help you to go further in your approach to answering
the question.

First, the key words approach ‘locks you in’ to the academic wording
of the question. In our experience, for students successfully to unpack the
question that they have either been set or chosen to answer, they need to
‘translate’ the question into words and language that make most sense and
feel most familiar to them. This is part of what we were asking you to do in the
Task 4.1.

Second, the key words approach tends to be most useful for traditional
‘academic essays’ but less useful for other kinds of assignment writing.
The traditional academic essay question is often characterized by the use
of academic key words like those listed above. Focusing on these does not
help very much if you have to write an assignment which is not in the form
of a traditional academic essay. If we really want to understand the com-
plexity of a question then we need to do more than identify either the
academic key words or the content key words. What is really important is for
you to work on developing your own sense of what a particular assignment
title means. You will need to get to grips with and grasp the meaning of
the whole question and not just some bits of it. In the next section we illustrate
a method that we believe should be able to help you approach any written
assignment that you have to complete during your time as a university
student.

Analysing the assignment

The following five points outline a method for analysing your own
writing tasks, beginning with the title. Read through these first and then
read through the three examples. The three examples illustrate how this
method can be used with different types of written assignment in different
subject areas.
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Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you
to do.

The purpose of this exercise is to get you to consider the question in
your own words and through your own ways of expressing things,
using language that feels comfortable and familiar to you. Try to
describe and write down what you think this assignment is asking for
in your own terms rather than in ‘academic language’. This will help
you to make more sense of the question. This is an important part
of the analysis. It can take a lot of time to do and you might find it
difficult, particularly if you are approaching a question which you
do not feel very confident about answering. For this reason we suggest
that you do not use notes for this section but write out what you
are thinking in full. If you find this difficult to begin with, then use a
tape recorder and answer this section from your own tape recording.
You could also talk it over with another student. You should be able
to see from the examples below how you might be likely to approach
your own assignment analysis.

What do you already know about the subject matter of the assignment?
Once you have begun to analyse the question you can start to relate
your analysis to what you already know about the subject matter.

Answering the question and writing the assignment are never just
about putting down everything that you know about a subject. What
you know has to be presented in relation to the question that has
been set. This is why at this stage it is useful to begin to think about
what you know in terms of the assignment title. Write down what you
already know and how this relates to the title. If you find it easier
you can use notes to complete this section.

What do you need to know to help you complete this assignment
successfully?

This might seem a strange question — how can you know what you
don’t yet know? However, you will find that this question does help
you to begin to focus on the gaps in your knowledge. By this stage
you have got some way into analysing the title and begun to think
about what you know already, and how this knowledge can be used
to help you to write your assignment. Starting from your analysis
of these things so far, you will be able to identify in general terms
what you will need to know more about before you can get going
with the writing. You might find it helpful to use a spider diagram
at this stage. Then it might be easier to see the gaps, the missing
bits that you need to help you complete the writing task that has
been set.
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How do you think this assignment differs from or is similar to other assign-
ments that you are working on at the moment?

In Task 3.2 we asked you to compare different assignment titles, and
working on that task will help you with this section. As we illustrated
in Chapter 3, students frequently find that they are having to work
on quite different pieces of written work at the same time (see also
Chapter 10). We cannot stress enough how important it is to consider
each assignment as a piece of writing in its own right. Each assign-
ment title needs its own analysis. Of course, as you become more
proficient in writing at university you will become much quicker at
unpacking each title and each piece of written work. We feel that one
way of helping you to do this is to get you to be able to feel the
contrast and differences between the assignments that you are
having to complete. This is why this section is concerned with con-
trast and getting you to identify the similarities and differences
between assignments. This is particularly worthwhile if you are taking
a modular degree course because what you have to write, and the way
in which you write, can be very varied across courses and between
different disciplines and subject areas.

How are you going to choose your reading material?

Choosing what you need to read is an important part of the process of
writing an assignment. There is no point in just choosing a book
which seems to be related to the subject of the assignment. What you
need to do is to consider carefully what you are going to need to
complete this particular piece of work and then choose your material
accordingly. The reading list that you have for the course is there to
help you and should be your starting point. It is not enough just
to look at the titles of books, you need to make full use of indexes
when you are choosing what to read. The index will help you to
decide whether a particular book will be useful for this particular
assignment. If you really have trouble getting hold of books from the
library then consult your tutor about alternative reading that would
be helpful. Additionally, searching the library catalogue can help to
throw up other related source material and you can then check the
indexes of any likely books for their suitability. In Chapter 5 we
examine all these issues in more depth, and in Chapter 10 we also
explore using the web to search for resources to help you with your
assignment.

Now, using the numbered headings above we are going to work through
three examples of analysing assignments.
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Example A
 “Areading of Kim tells us more about the British than about India.” Discuss.’

1 Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you
to do.
This essay is asking me to think about the book Kim by Rudyard
Kipling and the way in which it describes the British in India during
the time of colonial rule. Although an obvious way of looking at the
book would be to analyse what it tells us about India at that time, this
assignment is asking me to do something rather different and to look
at the book in a particular way. The word ‘discuss’ is probably quite
important here since the question is framing things in a way which
suggests that the book can actually give us more understanding about
the British in India than about India and Indian culture. I think that is
why the lecturer has used the word ‘discuss’. I do not think that he
wants me to just put forward the view of the quote in the essay title.
I think he wants me to argue against this in some way and to put
forward different points of view using examples from the text, the
book Kim, as evidence, if you like, to support my point of view and
what I think in relation to the viewpoint put forward in the essay
title. I would use quotes from the text to support my ideas. So I really
have to do two things here, I think: on the one hand, find evidence in
the text to support the views expressed in the quote; and on the other,
put forward some alternative viewpoints, and for this I would need to
find examples in the text to help support what I wanted to say. I have
not read the book yet so I cannot say a lot more about the question
at this stage. But I will be using ideas that I have learnt in other parts
of my course to help me to understand and analyse the text.

What do you already know about the subject matter of the assignment?

I don’t know much about the subject matter because I haven’t actually
read the book yet. However, this is part of a course on literature
about British colonial rule in India and so I do have some background
knowledge from the other novels that I have read and also a bit from a
biography of Rudyard Kipling that is on our reading list.

What do you need to know to help you complete this assignment
successfully?

Basically, I really need to know the book well so that I can analyse the
text and make sense of the question. I think I also need to do some
historical reading about the British in India, which is on our reading
list, and I haven’t done any of that yet. With this kind of essay I think
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that the main thing is to know the book really well and use quotes to
support what I want to say. I expect I will use my lecture notes as well,
which are not particularly about this book but will give me a better
idea how to approach the subject matter of the question.

How do you think this assignment differs from or is similar to other
assignments that you are working on at the moment?

I'm writing another assignment for an early drama course at the
moment. That’s a bit different and in a lot of ways it is much easier
than this one. In the drama course there doesn’t seem any need to
develop any kind of argument or put forward different points of view.
It just seems to be describing a particular play and the stage settings
of it, that kind of thing. We have been given some very clear guide-
lines on how to do this.

How are you going to choose your reading material?

Mostly, I shall use the actual novel but we do have a good reading list.
If I'm stuck on the background bits about the British in India, then
either I will ask my tutor or I'll try and do a library search.

Example B

‘Working in pairs, use the following question to put together a written portfolio:
Outline the key developments in the women’s suffragette movement between the
1860s and the First World War. Why was there opposition to its growth?’

1 Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you
to do.
This is really different to anything that I have done before. It’s what is
called a portfolio for history — we have to collect together different
kinds of material, and we have to pair up with someone else so I'm not
quite sure exactly how that is going to work out. There are really two
parts to it: there’s the bit we present in our seminar, which we do
together, and then the writing bit that we actually do on our own.
Although the title is broken up, so that it seems that there are two
separate bits to this assignment, I think I would really tend to put
them together in my writing. I wonder what it really means, using the
word ‘outline’. It sounds as if you just have to list the actual events
and things that happened between those dates. Although I haven't
really ever done any history before, I know that it is very unlikely that
we are just meant to be listing and describing things. Anyway the
second part, I think, is probably the key because we have to suggest
reasons for people being against the suffragettes. To do that I have to
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know what else was going on at the time and why people might have
been thinking the way that they were. I suppose I have to put together
getting the right facts and dates with some kind of analysis of why
things might have happened in a particular kind of way and at a
particular time. I also need to talk about not just how the suffragette
movement developed but why it developed in that way, bearing in
mind other things that were going on politically and socially at that
time. Of course, it would be the other things that were going on in
the economic, political and social climate that would influence
the support or opposition that the suffragettes might experience. So
although on first reading it looks quite simple, it is actually quite
complex. It is not just a question of knowing that the movement
developed in a particular way or that people were opposed to it. It's
more analysing why the movement developed in that way in the light
of other things happening at the same time. It’s also about being able
to understand and analyse the opposition as people would have seen
it at that time.

What do you already know about the subject matter of the assignment?

I don’t really know much yet about the suffragettes, except about the
general bits that we have done in lectures about what was going on at
this time and where the movement developed from. I certainly need
to be clearer about the chronology of a lot of different events at that
time, what came before or after what. I do know how the analyses of
historical events are closely linked to one another, we’ve done a lot
about that in our lectures. I will be using this idea in my portfolio —
that is, that the suffragette movement didn't just happen in isolation.
I know that a lot of people were opposed to the suffragettes because
they were women but I am not really clear about it.

What do you need to know to help you to complete this assignment
successfully?

Because we have to put together a portfolio I need to read some bits of
original documents, maybe from writers or newspapers of the time,
which I can use as my sources and evidence. I'll need to be able to
analyse these to answer the question and particularly to provide
evidence of the opposition to the suffragettes. This is quite a bit
longer than an essay and we get 60 per cent of our marks on this
course for this so it’s important that I put a lot of work in to it. The
other thing is that I need to do quite a bit of reading, not just about
the suffragette movement but also about the way that things were
changing at the time, things like the beginnings of the Labour
Party and the effect this could have had on people’s thinking about
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women’s issues. When I am writing this I am going to have to know
the different positions of different writers because I cannot just write
from one viewpoint. I'll have to put forward different historians’
ideas and interpretations of what was going on at the time. We've got
a really good reading list with this course, so I'm going to try the
library and see what I can get hold of. If that doesn’t work, my tutor
says that she has copies of some of the most important chapters and
articles that we can borrow from her office.

How do you think this assignment differs from or is similar to other
assignments that you are working on at the moment?

Well basically, although it looks like an ordinary essay question it is
much more in depth because we have to present a portfolio. There are
two good things about it which make it easier in some ways. One is
that we have to work together with someone else, and the other
is that we have to make a seminar presentation before we actually
get down to the writing of it. This means that I can get some ideas
from the other people in my seminar group and from my tutor at
the seminar. So I'll try to make notes of the important things that
come out of that and put those in my portfolio. Although we actually
work in pairs a lot, the final writing of the portfolio is something
we do on our own. It’s also a bit different because we have to merge
together so many different things, using original documents, primary
and secondary sources, but still finally presenting a sort of argument
once we have put everything together.

How are you going to choose your reading material?

I've already answered this but I suppose the only bit to add is how I'll
choose what to read once I have got hold of the books on the reading
list for this course. I shall be really careful to check the index because
once I just went for the chapter that looked as if it was the most
relevant. I missed another really important part of the book because
I was in a rush, and couldn’t be bothered to go and plough through
the index and look up all the references for the subject I was writing
the essay about. Because of that I missed an important bit in my essay
and got a really bad mark for it. It meant that I missed out a whole lot
of important ideas because they were not in the chapter I had been
looking at. I think it’s really important to look at the index carefully
and not just look at the titles of the chapters in books.
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Example C

‘Detail some of the methodological and theoretical problems raised by the
collection and representation of linguistic data, with specific reference to your
own project.’

1 Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you
to do.
This is a really difficult question, but it is a compulsory first assign-
ment for this course. I am not really sure how to go about answering
the question because until now we have always had to write our
essays using books and articles. In fact sometimes we’ve been quite
discouraged from bringing in pieces of our own research. I think
fundamentally we have to put together two rather different parts of
this assignment. The first part is to present in some way the linguistic
data that we have collected. We have to transcribe 10 minutes of an
interview or conversation. I checked that with the tutor. The second
part is about analysing the problems that we had with collecting the
data and relating this to the theories that we have read and the things
that we discussed in our seminars. These are theories about language,
speaking and communication. So I would start with the theories of
various authors and then try and fit our bit of research into what these
authors say. I suppose another thing could be that our research does
not really fit with the theoretical analyses that we have learnt about so
therefore it could make it more difficult to understand and describe.

What do you already know about the subject matter of the assignment?

I know about something called the ‘ethnography of communication’
which is definitely a good starting point for this, but there are a lot of
things I really need to read before I decide how to describe the dif-
ficulties that I had with the analysis. On our reading list and in the
seminars we have talked about the relationship between ways of
saying things and using language, and issues of power and authority,
but I haven’t really read anything about this yet. Before I can talk
about the problems of analysing and collecting the data I have to
have a framework for my analysis. I think that knowing what certain
authors have to say about language and power is crucial in helping me
with my analysis.

What do you need to know to help you to complete this assignment
successfully?

I've really answered this already in the previous section because I am
more aware of the things that I haven’t read in terms of this question.
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One of the bits that I really need to understand more fully is what
people really mean by ‘methodology’. This word is always coming up
and I never really know exactly what it means. It's obviously really
important now that we are being asked to do our own bit of research.
There are some books and articles on our reading list which I think
might help with this. The other thing I think I'll do is talk to other
people on this course about what they think it means. I feel really
stupid asking the tutor.

How do you think this assignment differs from or is similar to other
assignments that you are working on at the moment?

This is really completely different to anything that I have had to do
before. Firstly, we do the tape recording and collect the data in teams,
then we have to transcribe the material, and then we have to write
this assignment. The writing is obviously entirely our own piece
of work. We’ve already decided that we are going to record some
children in the university créche at what they call ‘show and tell’
time. When we write it up it will be very different to presenting an
argument in the way that I'm used to. Normally I sort of write what
different authors have said and then sort of link them together
and balance them all up with my own ideas. That’s really how I put
together an argument. In this case the whole point seems to be to
relate what the theories on analysing language and communication
have to say about my own data. Our tutor has asked us to attach the
transcript to the back. So in the writing I'll have to be referring to this
and to what other authors say which seems relevant. At the moment
I can’t quite see how that kind of writing will work out because I
don’t want it just to be a series of long quotes from the transcripts.
The other thing that I'm not really sure of is whether it is going to be
all right to say ‘I’ or ‘we’ or ‘the researcher’. I'll probably risk ‘I’ and
hope that is OK.

How are you going to choose your reading material?

Basically, I'm just sticking to the reading list because it is quite com-
prehensive and will give me what [ need to help me to analyse our
data.

The three examples above illustrate how students use their own under-
standings of an assignment title to guide their thinking on writing and their
choice of reading. None of these individual examples will be exactly right for
you and your writing, but they should be able to give you ideas about a general
approach to analysing written assignments. This kind of analysis does not go
into detail about all the content of your essay, but it can help you to see:
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what you think the question is asking you to do;

what you already know;

what you might need to develop further;

what gaps you have in your knowledge and what you need to find
out.

Don'’t forget the examples are from students who are looking at the assign-
ment title for the first time. In a sense they are first thoughts on a written
assignment, but they are also the beginnings of focusing and getting ready
for writing. We have already seen how lecturers say that students do not read
the question; they also say that students seem to think that it is enough just
to put in everything that they know about the topic without attending to
the actual title. You will see from our examples that the students above all
knew something about the topic that they were writing about; as they set
about analysing the title they realized not only what they knew but also
what they didn’t know. They were considering their knowledge specifically in
relation to the assignment title. The task below is designed to help you to
apply this approach to one of your own assignments.

TASK 4.2: Analysing your own assignment title

Choose a written assignment that you are about to start working on and write
the title at the top of a blank piece of A4 paper. Work through the five points
above. Use the examples as a guide if you need to. Remember that ultimately it
is your analysis and understanding of the title that counts when you come to
write.

Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you
to do.

What do you already know about the subject matter of the assignment?
What do you need to know to help you to complete this assignment?

How do you think this assignment differs from or is similar to other
assignments that you are working on at the moment?

How are you going to choose your reading material?

From the analysis you have done it can be helpful to make a spider diagram,
maybe one for each section. Then this can give you an overall plan and you
can see what bits are missing and how you need to fill these gaps before you can
reasonably start writing.
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At the end of this task you should have learnt how to unpack the title
and work on any kind of written assignment that you come across during your
studies. Although we have called this task ‘Analysing your own assignment
title’ it is a technique that can be usefully used at any time throughout the
writing process. It is a good idea, as a check, after you have done your reading
and before you start writing, to go through this exercise quickly again. Use the
task as you write to help you to focus your ideas and to make sure that you are
answering the question that you have actually been set rather than the one
you would like to answer! You can use these points to keep you focused on
the title that you are addressing, and also to help you see where and how you
may need to adapt your writing while you are writing. As you become a more
experienced academic writer you will find that it takes you less and less time to
go through this process and you will fairly quickly be able to work out what
you are doing with each piece of writing.

Notes

Give yourself plenty of time to analyse the assignment at the beginning.

Remember to keep the question in mind at all stages of writing the
assignment.

Every assignment needs its own analysis.
Remember there is unlikely to be one right answer to a question.

Never answer a question by writing down everything that you know about the
topic.

Putting your analysis on the computer can help you to clarify your thinking at
this stage and get a rough plan before you start writing.




Reading as part of writing

4D I've done some reading but it doesn’t seem to be very related to this
assignment.

| take copious notes from all these books and then don’t really know
what to do with them for my essay.

Students don’t seem to use the reading lists they are given.

In the previous chapter we saw how choosing your reading material was one
important aspect in analysing the title of your written assignment. Reading
is an integral part of the whole writing process, and therefore this chapter is
concerned with helping you to discover new ways of tackling the reading that
you have to do for your studies. Many, if not most, students find reading
difficult when they first begin to study at university. This is partly because the
material can seem rather unfamiliar, both in terms of the terminology that is
used and because of the ways in which ideas and concepts are written. This can
make reading academic texts seem very different from the kinds of reading
that students are used to. If you are more used to novels, newspapers or reports
then, if you want to be able to make the best use of what you read, you will
need to learn new strategies for university.

One of the techniques of writing successfully in an academic environment
is to be able to integrate the important points of what you have read into your
own writing. To do this it is necessary to have a clear picture of what you
have read, and this in itself entails active and focused reading. The tasks in this
chapter will help you to work on making the best use of your reading, through
examining different ways that you — the reader — can approach written texts.
This is an important point to remember. Just as we have described and talked
about different ways of writing, so we also want to introduce you to different
ways of reading. The way that you read a text depends on your previous
experiences of reading and the way that you adapt these to the new kinds of
reading that you will be doing as a student. This is why one of the first tasks in
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this chapter is designed to help you to think about varieties of reading and
how you may find these similar or different. Academic reading is often hard
work and we hope that as you work through the tasks you will find ways which
help you to unpack the text and make the most use of what you read in your
assignments. We cannot emphasize enough just how important reading
is if you are going to write successful assignments. There are few short cuts,
but there are ways of making it more manageable and using your time more
effectively. Reading is always an integral part of student writing; therefore we
think that it is worth spending some time developing strategies which will
help you to make the best use of your reading.

Although this chapter is primarily designed to help with the books and
articles that you will need to read as part of your studies, in order to write more
effectively there is another important way of thinking about reading that we
want you to consider. As an effective writer, you are also a reader not only
of other authors’ work but also of your own. Any of the techniques that you
learn in order to approach published, written texts can also be used to edit
and work on your own writing. This will enable you to make sure that what
you write will make sense to the person who is reading it, your tutor. We will
return to this in Chapter 8.

Approaching reading

With academic reading it is necessary to maintain a constant grip on what the
author is saying. Yet, many academic texts are densely written in unfamiliar
ways which make them much more difficult to manage than, for example,
a novel or a magazine article. Although sometimes there may be reasons why
you need to skim-read an article or book, this is likely to be only to get the
general gist of what is being said, as a strategy for deciding whether it is
appropriate reading material or not. In general, skim-reading is not a useful
strategy for reading as a student, but you may well be used to doing this in
other contexts, for example, skimming through a newspaper article, or
skipping through a novel, not bothering much about learning or pronouncing
the names of characters or places, and paying little attention to some of
the more complicated parts of the plot. You may also be used to skim-reading
when you're surfing the web. So now, instead of skim-reading you will be
developing ways of concentrating on large chunks of quite dense text and
making sense of them. Even though you may only be concentrating for short
bursts of time, it is likely that you will find it necessary to concentrate more
intensely than you usually do when you are reading. This is why creating the
right environment is an important part of approaching your reading. No
student can make much sense of her reading unless she can create conditions
where she can concentrate effectively on the task in hand. You will need to
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find the reading environment that suits you best. The list below gives you a
few ideas about what may be important, but you will probably want to add to
it or modify it to decide what would be best for you.

Creating the right reading environment

e Try to set aside reading time when you will not be interrupted.

e Try to find a physical environment that is conducive to reading: perhaps at
home or maybe in the university library.
Make sure, before you start reading, that you have all the things you might
want to use for taking notes and highlighting: A4 paper; index cards; differ-
ent coloured pens; highlighters; sticky notes or even a laptop computer.
Make sure that you are comfortable and can write notes from your reading
without feeling cramped.
Take frequent short breaks and during this time try to digest what you have
read.
Don’t expect to be able to make any useful sense of your reading if you are
tired, stressed or constantly interrupted.
If you have family commitments you may have to readjust your time
priorities and think through how you will fit in your reading time.

Choosing your reading for an assignment

The initial stumbling block that most students face is choosing their reading.
You will remember that this was one element of analysing the assignment. The
first thing to do is to consult the reading list for books and articles that seem
relevant to your particular assignment. Doing a library search, by key words
or subject, is also useful if the references on your reading list are already on
loan from the library. Your tutor should also be able to advise you as to which
are the most relevant publications or websites (see Chapter 10). Once you have
got a few references you need to be able to decide which will be the most useful
to you. At this stage it is important that you pay particular attention to the
signposting in the book; this will tell you how the book deals with the subject
matter that is relevant to your assignment. Starting with the index, look up
relevant words and subject areas until you find the parts of the book that
seem most important. Turn to these sections and chapters. Using the section
headings as signposts, skip through and see if it looks as if the book deals with
the subject matter in a way that will be relevant for your assignment. Do not
choose the book if it doesn’t seem to be appropriate to your assignment. You
may find that you choose a publication that is not as relevant as you first
thought. If this happens then leave it to one side and find something relevant
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for you. There is no point trying to adapt reading material to an assignment
when it is not suitable for answering the question. This is a common trap that
students fall into. Obviously, it is not always easy to get the general idea of a
book by skimming through the headings in a chapter, but spending a little
bit of extra time working with the index and checking different sections of the
book, before you actually start reading, will ensure that you do not waste so
much time reading inappropriate material or trying to adapt what you have
read to your needs. As one student put it:

I knew it wasn't really the right book but I couldn’t get hold of
anything else because I'd left it a bit late and all the copies of the book
that I really needed had gone by the time I got to the library.

Getting hold of publications

Use your reading list.

Ask your tutor.

Note down other up-to-date references tutors mention in lectures.

Ask other students on your course (remember to work together as much as
possible).

Use library search (subject or key word).

Checking a publication for relevance

Check the title.

Check the index.

Turn to relevant chapter.

Check headings.

Check introduction.

Read a short section to get the feel of its usefulness for you.
Check conclusion.

Does it seem relevant to the assignment question?

Photocopying

Use highlighters and different coloured pens to mark your own copy.
Make your notes and annotations on the copy.

Getting hold of books is nearly always a problem for students. Tell your
tutors if it is quite impossible to get hold of what you need. They may be able
to arrange for a publication that is in heavy demand to be put in a special
restricted loan section of the library. Work with other students on your course
so that nobody keeps the books for too long. It may be possible to photocopy
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from books or journals but it is important to check with the library staff about
legal restrictions on photocopying.

Although you will benefit from highlighting relevant sections and
annotating your own photocopies or even your own books, please do not
write on or mark a library book. This is unfair on other students and lecturers
because it is quite likely that your reading will not be the same, and what
you think are the salient points are unlikely to be theirs. If a book is marked
and annotated, in any way, it changes the nature of the book permanently and
makes it very difficult for anyone else to read.

Working with your reading

There seem to be two major difficulties that students have when they are
reading academic books and materials. One is struggling with the ways in
which things are written. The other is the length of time that things can take
to read. Many students express surprise at the need to make repeated readings
of the same material. We cannot stress enough that you are likely to find
yourself having to read things more than once, and this is in no way to be seen
as strange or unusual. Academics themselves find it necessary to ‘repeat-read’
articles and books. This is in part due to the dense nature of such texts and the
fact that so many ideas are packed into the text. To put it another way, ideas
are embedded in the text and it can take a lot of rereading to unravel them
so that they feel clear and understandable. The first task in this chapter is
designed to help you to see the differences between types of text and identify
what you might find particularly hard work about an academic text that you
have to read.

TASK 5.1: Thinking about reading

Think about what kinds of things you normally read (novels, reports, newspapers,
magazines). Firstly, choose a type of reading that is most familiar to you. Secondly,
choose a book or article that you are having to read at the moment for your
studies. You are going to think about the contrast between these two pieces
of text.

Take a blank piece of A4 paper and divide it in half. On one side of the paper
put the title of the familiar kind of reading, for example a novel; on the other side of
the paper put the title of the academic text.

Now make a list of some of the ways in which you think the two texts appear
to be different from one another.
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Our list, below, came from comparing a book called Wild Swans by
Jung Chang (1993), which is an account of her family’s history in China, with
a book about literacy used on a social anthropology course (Street 1995).

Wild Swans

Social Literacies

Chapter just starts

Generally shorter sentences

Four or more paragraphs to a
page

I know most of these words

Easy to understand

Use of paragraphs and punctu-
ation (speech marks) to mark
new section

No need for references and
footnotes

Uniform typeface

No obvious introduction and
conclusion

Vivid description

Simple and obvious chain of
events

Focus on people, places and
events

Use of headings

Long sentences, e.g. 42 words

Paragraph may be more than two-thirds of a page
in length

Use of specialist terminology

Difficult to grasp the main point of what is being
said

Headings to mark new sections

Use of references and footnotes
Use of different typefaces (bold, italics, font size)
for different parts of the text

Introduction at the beginning of each section

Analytical writing
Many different ideas packed into each section

Focus on concepts and ideas

Below are extracts from the two books to give you a flavour of the
difference. The list above elaborates some other comparative features of the

two texts which cannot be seen in these two short extracts.

We are interested in exploring the ways in which, both at home
and at school, dominant conceptions of literacy are constructed
and reproduced in such ways as to marginalize alternatives and, we
would suggest, to control key aspects of language and thought. We
hypothesize that the mechanism through which meanings and
uses of ‘literacy’ take on this role is the ‘pedagogization’ of literacy. By
this we mean that literacy has become associated with educational
notions of Teaching and Learning and with what teachers and
pupils do in schools, at the expense of the many other uses and
meanings of literacy evident from the comparative ethnographic
literature.

(Street 1995: 106)
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My mother set off to see Comrade Wang one morning on a mild
autumn day, the best time of the year in Jinzou. The summer heat had
gone and the air had begun to grow cooler, but it was still warm
enough to wear summer clothes. The wind and dust which plague the
town for much of the year were deliciously absent.

She was wearing a traditional loose pale blue gown and a white
silk scarf. Her hair had just been cut short in keeping with the
revolutionary fashion. As she walked into the courtyard of the new
provincial government headquarters she saw a man standing under
a tree with his back to her, brushing his teeth at the edge of the
flowerbed.

(Chang 1993: 154)

Thinking about the different texts

Of course the texts that you have chosen to look at will have different
features and your list will not be the same, although there are likely to be
some similarities with our example. However, whatever the kinds of text
chosen, thinking about the differences that you have identified can help
with your reading. If you can see why you find reading a particular article,
chapter or book difficult — in other words, what it is about the text and
your reading of it that makes it hard - then you are half way to solving
the problem. Think again about why a particular piece of reading seems
difficult. Is it because the sentences are very long? Is it because there are a
lot of new and unfamiliar ideas being explained? Is it because the vocabulary
is new to you? Is it a combination of all three, or is there something else
that makes it difficult for you? For example, you may disagree with the
ideas expressed in the text and therefore become irritated or bored when
reading it. If this happens try to use the text constructively. Examine what it
is that you do not like about the text. Think about why you disagree with the
author. Sometimes you will find yourself having to read a text that you just do
not get on with because it is essential reading. The section below on ‘fitting
together’ reading should help you tackle a piece of reading despite your initial
responses to it.

Reading and note taking

One way of approaching a new piece of reading is to break it down into
manageable chunks and try to assimilate things bit by bit. There is a close
correlation here between your reading and your note taking, and this feeds
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directly into your writing; therefore at this point we are going to deal with
these two things together.

The trouble is that I read what I have to read and then end up with
these copious notes and don’t know how to incorporate them into
my essay.

This is a familiar cry from students. One of the reasons why so many
students feel this way is that they do not really know ‘why’ or more impor-
tantly ‘how’ they are reading and therefore their notes reflect this. In the next
task you will begin to tackle this problem.

TASK 5.2: Global reading

Choose something that you need to read for your studies or for completing
an assignment. If the text has headings then use these to guide you with your
understanding.

Read what feels to you a manageable chunk of text. This may be a headed
section, a chapter or a complete article. Do not try to read more than you can easily
manage at any one time. There is no point just going on and on reading, hoping
that somehow the content will sink in. When reading an academic text you
will often find that you need to read a manageable section before taking stock
of where you are. What seems manageable will depend on your own reading
style and the kind of text that you are reading. In one case it may be as much as 20
pages, in another situation it may be as little as one or two. Only you, as the reader,
can decide what is a manageable chunk.

When you have completed your chosen section write down in one sentence
and in your own words what the reading was about. Try to do this without referring
back to the text if possible. Then move on to the next section.

By the time you have finished your reading you should have a number of
very general summary sentences which should be able to give you an overall
picture of what your reading is about. Be warned, this is not easy to do. It is
often very hard indeed to tease out the key ideas from academic writing but
this exercise is a starting point for any new piece of reading. It is what we call a
‘global reading strategy’ and it should point you in the right direction for
making initial notes. Once you have mastered this global strategy you will
need to begin to read with a more specific and focused strategy and your note
taking will reflect this.




60 READING AS PART OF WRITING

TASK 5.3: Focused note taking from reading

Take a clean sheet of A4 paper. Divide the page into one-third on the left-hand side
and two-thirds on the right-hand side.

On the wider right-hand side take notes as you read which are relevant to
your assignment. You may find it useful to use the same categories or headings as
the author, or you may find it more useful to make notes under your own headings.
Try to summarize in your own words rather than writing down large chunks of
the text. Getting things into your own words is about getting ideas into your own
ways of thinking about them. This is the first step to owning the ideas that you are
going to write about in your assignment.

When you have finished your initial note taking you are going to use the left-
hand side of the page. Go through your notes again and make notes of the key
points on the left-hand side. Try to do this without referring back to the original
book or article. You may want to summarize using headings, or using a spider
diagram rather than writing in a traditional format. At this stage it can be useful
to use different coloured pens to group similar themes; a highlighter can also be
useful.

Having finished this stage you should have what you can genuinely
call your notes. You have started with the academic text and made notes on
that. Then you have made notes on your notes. These notes are not only
in your own words - rather than direct quotes from the text — but also by
now probably grouped into different themes and headings from those used in
the text that you are reading. Notes made in your own words using different
coloured pens, with your own headings and form of organization, will be
the most useful to you when you come to write your assignment. Figure 5.1
illustrates one student’s example of making notes in this way.

Some students find that at this stage they like to put their notes from their
reading on to a computer for easy access when they are using these ideas in
assignment writing.

Making mind maps from reading

Some people find that making linear notes from reading does not always work
very well for them and they prefer to create a mind map as a more visual
representation. This helps them remember what they have read because they
can visualize the different notes that they have made and the ways that they
relate to one another. Below, one student describes how she uses mind maps,
not just for reading. Figure 5.2 is an example of one that she did after reading
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about an area called ‘critical discourse analysis’ which is concerned with ways
of interpreting texts.

I learnt the ‘mind map’ technique when I was 17, on a weekend
course at a women’s education centre. A friend who was very arty and
picture-thinking said it had changed her life, so I thought I'd give
it a go. I took to it really easily. I love the way I can use colours and
pictures and my own personal codes. (A little drawing of a sock is
often my shorthand for ‘socialist’. Word association!) I use mind maps
for taking notes in lectures, although I sometimes give up if the
lecture is badly structured and I can’t tell where it’s ‘going’. Mind
maps need a clear frame, but on the other hand doing a mind map
often generates one. I use them for brainstorming and for essay plans.
I tend to take linear notes from books and articles and then synthesize
the ideas in a mind map for my essay plan. I give presentations
from mind maps and sometimes hand them out, which people like.
They’re more visually exciting than linear notes. I revise using mind
maps. It's so enjoyable to create them; I like to be able to see all the
links and everything relevant on one page. I use mind maps to
remember or decide what I've got to do that day. I use them for letters
and for keeping a journal from time to time. [ use them in workshops
or for minuting meetings or generating ideas or making decisions. But
I still love to write linearly and to craft beautiful prose — but mind
mapping helps that process too.

Reading, referencing and plagiarism

The two methods of note taking that we have described move you away from
the original academic text to developing notes and ideas that are in your own
words and make sense to you. Nevertheless, you still need to make reference
to the authors from whom you got the ideas in the first place. Keeping a note
of what you have read along with your own notes is important so that you
can always make the appropriate references in your writing. One of the
‘rules’ of academic writing is that you always attribute ideas that ‘belong’ to
somebody else. Put another way, you must never try to pass off as your own,
ideas that ‘belong’ to somebody else and that did not originate from you,
particularly if they are published ideas. If you do use ideas that you know
you have read in a book, article or web-based resource you must make this
clear, through the use of references. If you do not then you may find yourself
accused of plagiarism. Although all this sounds quite straightforward, in
reality the concept of plagiarism is very complicated, not least because it is
often very difficult to decide where an ‘original idea’ came from. If you
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remember, in Chapter 1 we mentioned ‘talking for writing’. In seminars
students and tutors talk over ideas together, ideas that may then be redigested
and developed by lecturers in their own academic publications. So in some
ways the idea of ownership of academic knowledge and ideas is very difficult
to define. That said, as a student the onus is on you to make sure that you
cannot be accused of plagiarism. If you know that you have read something in
a book it is not worth attempting to pass the idea off as your own. It is quite
likely that your tutor will know the work that you have read and know that it is
not your idea. Always make sure that you reference other authors’ work
meticulously. (We discuss one referencing system below.) It is worth talking
to your tutor about the issue of plagiarism so that you can be completely
clear what her requirements are for referencing in your writing. Although
many students get quite worried about plagiarism, as you become a more
experienced student writer you will feel more confident with what you feel are
your ideas and which ones need to be referenced. It is best to start by erring on
the safe side and referencing whenever you feel unsure, rather than leaving a
reference out.

The easiest things to reference are direct quotes. Obviously, if you are
quoting directly from a book then you must give a clear reference for it.
Changing a few words around may mean that the material is no longer a direct
quote, but that doesn’t change the fact that it has been taken directly from a
published text and needs referencing in the same way. There are two ways of
using a quote from reading: allow the quote to ‘stand alone’ or incorporate the
gist of what the author has said more seamlessly into your own text — this is
known as paraphrasing. When the quote stands alone then it is easy to put the
reference immediately after it. When you are quoting in a rather general way,
in a sense summarizing what the author you have read says, then you should
put your reference as close as possible to your first statement or sentence about
this author’s ideas. Then the reader will know that the ideas that come next
are likely to be a summary of somebody else’s that you have read, rather than
ideas that you are laying claim to. This latter form of referencing can seem
quite difficult and that’s why you need to check with your tutor on a piece of
your own written work if you are doing what is required. The following three
examples from Goodman and Redclift (1991) give you an idea of the different
ways in which you may see references used:

Among the most thoughtful of these accounts, and one which places
emphasis on the impact of new domestic technologies or ‘white
goods’, is that of Bose (1982) writing about modern North American
households.

As manufacturing took over from cottage industry, women left
the domestic handloom, and their labour was transferred to the
mill:
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Women had always been involved in the family production of
textiles. When textile production was removed to the factories,
girls entered the factory workforce. But, even in that setting, they
were seen as working for the household. In Italy and France, some
factory owners tried to create ‘family’ conditions and supervision
for their female employees and, on occasion, even to arrange mar-
riages for them.

(O'Day 1985: 43)

The transfer of many of women'’s skills, and much of their labour,
from the household to food processing was in some respects a similar
process, occurring at a later stage in the industrialization of the
United Kingdom, but there were also significant differences.

It was argued at the time that domestic training was not only useful in
servants to the middle classes, it was also essential in working-class
wives (Dawes 1984).

These examples are taken from one published work. One of the best ways
of learning how to use references is to pay attention to the ways in which
the authors that you read for your studies incorporate references into their
texts.

Referencing systems

There are two main referencing systems in use in universities. One of these
uses a numbering system in the text with notes at the end of the chapter
or article; this system often also uses extensive footnoting, and a bibliography
is included of works that have been used during the writing of the text. The
alternative system that we illustrate above and below is called the Harvard
system; its use is widespread across many different academic fields of study.
In this system the author’s name and the date of publication are given in
parentheses in the text and refer to a section at the end of the publication,
headed ‘References’, which in turn contains details of all the published works
that have been referenced. We use this system in this book. The Harvard
system looks like this:
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As you will see, it is always the name of the published volume which is
italicized (or sometimes underlined or emboldened), whether it is a single-
author book, an edited volume or a journal. References include the names of
the authors in the order in which they appear on the title page; the date of
publication; (a combination of) the title of the book, article or journal (as
appropriate); the place of publication and the publisher. Although there may
be some slight variations in punctuation conventions, these key details are
always present in the final list of references. What is most important in
referencing is consistency: all your references must have a similar format. Look
at the references in published works that you are reading to get a feel for how
to do it. There are different conventions for web resources, and we give
examples in Chapter 10.

Recording references

One good way of recording your references as you go along is to use record
cards. On these you can put the referencing information that you need about a
book or article that you have read. You can also record brief notes on why you
found it useful, you can refer to important page numbers and even record
complete quotes if they seem relevant to you. Figure 5.3 shows an example
of one such record card, compiled by a student. When she came to write she
had much of the information she needed on this author to supplement her
other notes. It was also useful when she revisited the same material to write an
extended essay later in her course. Of course, you can also use your computer
to build up a database of references.

Making meaning through reading

It is you, the reader, who makes sense of what you read and the meaning that
you will be able to make depends to some extent on how you are reading. We
have already illustrated a method of ‘global reading’, and below we look at two
more ways of ‘making meaning through reading’ and how you may use these
when preparing for your assignments. There are likely to be different reasons
for your reading for your studies at university. You may be reading as back-
ground to your course and seminars, to supplement and elaborate on what you
have been taught. You may be reading around a subject that you are thinking
of writing about but you feel that you need more information before you can
decide if you will be confident in writing an assignment in this area. More
commonly, you will be reading to complete a particular assignment. We are
concerned with the latter kind of reading in the two tasks that follow
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Figure 5.3 Reference card

(although we hope that these strategies will be useful to you whatever the
purpose of your reading).

‘Fitting together’ reading

Approaching your reading so that everything that you are reading and
studying fits together helps you to focus on your ideas, and both to synthesize
and elaborate them. To help you with what we call ‘fitting together reading’,
try to answer the following questions as you both read and take notes for your
reading:

e How does this material relate to what I already know about the
subject?
e How does this material relate to other sources on the same subject?
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What related arguments or theories does this reading make me think
of?

How could I use what I am reading in my assignment?

How could I use this in conjunction with the ideas that I already have
on this subject?

What do I need to add to use this reading constructively in my
assignment?

What do I need to leave out to use this material constructively in my
assignment?

You may find it useful to look back to Chapter 4, to the section on
‘Analysing the assignment’ to see how you might set about answering some of
these questions. In fact analysing the assignment title and ‘fitting together’
reading are interrelated ways of approaching written assignments. As you read
and take notes for your assignment you are working through your analysis of
the title and taking from your reading the most appropriate material for your
own work.

‘Analytic’ reading

This is less concerned with reading to fit together with what you know already
than with analysing what you are reading as you go along. Again, this is an
integral part of the strategy that you will need to adopt to read successfully
for your writing. To make the most of analytic reading, these are the sorts of
question that you will need to be asking:

How does the author introduce the text?

Does she spell out what she is going to talk about?

What do you think that this author is saying?

Is the author assuming that you have a particular background
knowledge?

Can you pick out the central thesis or idea of the chapter, book or
article?

Can you understand the different parts of the text and how they all
fit together?

What sort of evidence does the author use to support her argument?
Does her argument seem biased or one-sided in any way?

Does her argument seem logical?

Can you pick out the themes that she uses to support her argument?
Does her conclusion follow from what she has said or are there some
new ideas here?
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TASK 5.4: Trying out different reading strategies

Choose something that you need to read for one of your assignments. Work
through the questions above for ‘fitting together’ reading and ‘analytic’ reading.
Can you identify which kind of reading seems most useful for you at this stage of
writing your assignment? You might find that they are equally important.

As we said before, the important thing to remember about reading is that
you, the reader, are active in making meaning from what you read. Making
sense of what you read is your responsibility, but unfortunately you will find
that some academic books and articles are written in ways that make it very
difficult for the reader to unpack what the author is trying to convey. We have
been emphasizing that the understanding that you get from the text depends
to some extent on your own ways of reading. The two approaches that we
illustrate above are not necessarily kept separate when you are reading. You
may well be adopting both at the same time, in a sense reading at a number of
different levels simultaneously. You may be reading for very specific infor-
mation about a topic or subject matter. In that case you may need to pay
particular attention to factual information - for example, dates, names or
places. On the other hand, you may be reading to understand much more
generally a particular theoretical position - for example, what one psycholo-
gist says about child development, as opposed to what another author
says about the same thing. In this case, as you read, you will be both analysing
the ideas of the author you are reading and comparing them with what you
already know. You may be reading a novel or a poem and will therefore be
most concerned with interpreting it from your own understanding and
perspective.

However you are reading, try to pay attention to the ways in which the
author has put the text together:

If she uses quotes, why has she used them and how has she integrated
them into the text?

If graphs or tables are used how do they fit together? How are these
referred to in the text so that the reader knows when to look at
them?

How do different authors reference other sources or use footnotes?

You can use this knowledge when you come to do your own writing. One
of the most difficult things about academic writing is incorporating all the
different bits and pieces of what you want to say. As we have said, if you pay
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attention to the work of the authors that you are reading you will begin to get a
flavour of how to do the same things in your own writing.

Pay particular attention to how quotes are used. In student writing it is
easy for quotes to stick out like a sore thumb. They need to fit in with the
general flow of the text, but how they are used can depend very much on the
subject area in which you are writing. It is best to use a quote to support
(with references) what you have said or are intending to say. It is unwise to let
the quote do the work for you. A quote is always somebody else’s words and it
is more interesting for the reader to read what you have to say rather than a
series of quotes interspersed by your words. Thinking about this while you are
reading for your studies will help you to get an idea of how to use quotes or cite
evidence for yourself.

Reading your own and other students’ work

Now that we have worked through these different approaches to reading we
want to remind you of what we said right at the beginning of the chapter, that
you are also developing these reading strategies as a way of reading and editing
your own work. We return to this idea in Chapter 8.

TASK 5.5: Reading your own and other students’ work

Below is an extract from a student essay. Read the essay, and then think about it in
relation to the questions that we used for ‘analytic reading’.

How do children’s semantic mistakes throw light on the process of
language acquisition?

Theories of child language acquisition try to explain what processes
are taking place as the child develops and uses language effectively.
They examine the ways in which the child’s linguistic ability is linked to
her conceptualizations and perceptions of the world around her. As the
child develops her language ability, her language becomes closer to
that of the adults in her world and it appears that she attaches the same
meanings as the adults around her to the words that she uses. Children
appear to pass through remarkably similar stages of language acquisition
and make many of the same mistakes. Evidence from research into
these mistakes made during the first years of life has enabled some under-
standing of how language may be acquired. Do children have a con-
ceptual understanding before they develop the ability to refer to an
object, situation or state linguistically? Alternatively, does the linguistic
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identification enable the conceptualization of a particular state? How
does a child eventually arrive at the same semantic understanding as most
adults for most categories, after what often seems a fairly complex pro-
cess of trial and error? Why are children so unresponsive to correction
in language acquisition? Research has tried to find answers to these
questions and has enabled the construction of theories which account
for children’s development in the use of language, regardless of language
or culture.

Researchers have looked, primarily, at three main areas as evidence
for the way in which language is acquired:

Overextensions
2 Underextensions
3 Overlaps

In these three areas children’s language use has been compared with that
of adults. Overextensions are very common in children’s language, where
a child will overextend the use of a word to give it a wider meaning than
that normally understood by adults, e.g. ‘dog’ used for other mammails.
Evidence of overextensions in early language development plays a large
part in the construction of acquisition theory. Underextensions are more
difficult to detect, as they can be easily confused with the child’s correct
use. A child using ‘kitty’ for a specific animal and not other cats could
be underextending. Overlap, also more difficult to identify, occurs when
children use a lexical item with a meaning that overlaps with the adult
meaning but where the meaning appears limited, for example, a child
using ‘car’ for all toy cars but not as a general word for car.

Four main theoretical perspectives can be identified as being useful
but partial theories of child language acquisition. These are: semantic
feature hypothesis; prototype theory; functional core concept theory; and
lexical contrast theory. All four perspectives rely on empirical research
of children’s lexical and semantic errors and attempt to identify the pro-
cesses through which children attach meaning to lexical representation.

(The student then goes on and describes these four theories and compares and
contrasts them with each other, concentrating on the strengths and weaknesses
of each position and citing a number of authors who have developed and argued
for each particular theory. She concludes her essay as follows.)

From an examination of recent theories of language acquisition it appears
that most developments have been a result of identifying those areas
of production where children appear to make mistakes. The relation-
ship between the child’s overall cognitive development, perceptual
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understanding and semantic development seems to underlie all attempts
to explain what processes are at work as children acquire language. Some
theories make reference to the importance of children’s non-linguistic
abilities, but it seems questionable if it is possible to draw any useful
linguistic inferences from these. Such abilities may be non-linguistic in a
productive sense but is there any truly non-linguistic comprehension,
since children generally live within a world in which they are continually
exposed to language? The perceptual categories identified by researchers
as non-linguistic can only be identified through linguistic categories. All
the theories discussed have thrown some light on language acquisition
but none are capable of giving more than a partial explanation for
the process that takes place. It is evident that children continue to make
mistakes, which indicate a lack of some semantic understanding long
after the initial stages of acquisition. Although language is primarily a
communicative tool and the child appears to work gradually towards a
consensus with adult meanings, it has been shown that children are not
open to correction in language learning. This would suggest that they
are building up their own understandings of the semantic categories and
syntactic structures available to them but are unable to be self correcting
until they reach particular levels of understanding regarding how
different categories are related to and interact with one another. General
cognitive development enables higher levels of perceptual understanding
to be reached as the child’s general interaction with the world around her
becomes more complex. At the point where she appears to be under-
standing more about both syntactic and semantic complexity the child
continues to make mistakes much as an adult searching his mental lexicon
for a suitable word in a hitherto unknown situation. The development
of the child’s language enables a further understanding of the world in
which she lives and thus in turn the ability for her to use the language
available to her and her semantic understanding to structure her world.

This is only a short extract from an essay in a traditional format, but we are
using it as an example to show you how you can use the ‘analytic’ reading
strategies to read and work on your own and other peer student writing. This is
a good exercise for working with other students on ‘analytic’ reading. Reading
each other’s work is a good way both to practise this kind of reading and to
help focus on your own writing. If, for example, it is difficult to make the links
between the themes or bring out a central idea then a bit of redrafting would
be useful before handing in the assignment. These ideas are taken up again in
Chapter 8.

Below are the sorts of comment that a fellow student might make on
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reading the extract in Task 5.5 using the ‘analytic’ reading questions (since this
is only an extract we cannot fully address all the questions):

You introduce the essay well by telling me that this is going to be
about the ways in which children develop language. Then you go on
to make connections with the mistakes that children make and ask
some questions about these mistakes and how they eventually stop
making them. So I think that I am clear at this stage what the essay
is going to be about. On the next bit I'm not really quite clear what
you are saying. You identify these three different categories and
say that they are evidence about how ‘language is acquired’, but then
you go on to talk about how they are actually about children using
language in the wrong way. So, I'm a bit lost here. I think that you are
definitely assuming that I have quite a bit of particular background
knowledge because you use all sorts of words and concepts, like those
four theoretical perspectives which would be really difficult for some-
body who wasn’t doing linguistics. But you’d assume that the tutor
would know what they were about and she is the one marking it. You
use these four theories as evidence for what you want to say and then
seem in a sense to really develop your position on the argument in the
concluding bit. I think quite a lot of students do that. They outline
what other authors say and then at the very end introduce their
own interpretation of the evidence. You seem to be challenging the
idea of there being ‘non-linguistic’ categories. The other part of your
argument seems to be that all the different theories that you have
discussed only give a partial answer to how children acquire language.
Your evidence for this is that children go on making mistakes long
after they have gone through the initial stages of language acquisi-
tion. I think the ideas that you conclude with do relate back to the
main body of the essay [not shown] because you have explained
what you saw as the limitations of each theoretical position as you
went along. You do introduce a new idea here in the conclusion. You
talk about the ways in which children are building up both their own
ideas of the world and the language to describe it at the same time.
Then you say that they cannot really correct their mistakes until they
have the level of understanding of how different things are connected
and relate to one another. You didn’t talk about any of this in the
main part of the essay. I suppose in a sense you are using this new idea
to support your position that present theories are only partial. In a
way you almost put all your argument in the concluding paragraph.

Using this last exercise for reading each other’s work helps us to
remember, firstly, that reading is integral to the whole process of writing
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assignments and is relevant at every stage, and secondly, that reading does not
have to be a solitary activity. Talk about your reading with other students
whenever possible; in the long run, doing so will help you to understand more
fully what you have read. Other students will have read other things from the
same text. Pooling your ideas and thoughts on complicated academic texts
can help you make more sense of them. Your ideas will still be your own when
you come to write them into your assignment, but sharing them helps you
with interpretation.

We hope that by the time you have finished this chapter you will feel less
daunted at the idea of reading for your assignments and will have had the time
to experiment with some of the approaches that we suggest. If you have been
working through this book from the beginning, you should now have a clear
sense of what is involved in the early stages of the process of writing your
assignment.

Notes

O Remember to be strategic in your reading for an assignment by establishing
what you know already and where you are likely to be going.

Be discriminating in your reading for an assignment. Remember that making
good use of what you know is more important than acquiring a mass of
material that you can’t digest.

There is no one right way of reading; the strategies that you adopt and the
routes that you take will depend upon the type of reading that you are dealing
with.

It is best to use a quote to support what you have said or are intending to say.
It is unwise to let the quote do the work for you.

Remember that reading and writing are an integral part of the same process.

Keep a record of your reading on your computer to make it easier to build up
lists of references.




Organizing and shaping
your writing

—D It needs an argument.

It needs to flow.
It needs to be coherent.

It needs to be logical.

’

The reader needs to be given a sense of direction and ‘signposts.

Don’t just write about what happened.

Getting the assignment into shape

In this chapter we will be discussing the structure or shape of your assignment
— how it is organized. We are assuming that you have already done a lot of
work for your assignment. You have worked on the title and have begun to get
a sense of where you will be going, and of your argument. You have gathered
together a good deal of information from books, lectures and other relevant
sources. You have done various kinds of preparatory writing. You may have
made some kind of plan and have done pieces of various kinds of writing
towards the assignment. But now, probably with the deadline looming, you
wonder how you are going to get it into shape as a finished product to hand in
to your tutor.

It is true that this can be a very difficult point for the writer. However,
we think that if you go through the work we have suggested in other
chapters, this part, getting it into shape, will be easier for you, because you
will have done a good deal of the ordering already. As we proceed in this
chapter, we will consider in more detail what we mean by ‘well-shaped’
writing, when a lot of different pieces have been put together to make a
complete piece.
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It is important to realize that planning and shaping your writing
happen at different phases in the writing process and in different ways. You
continually move back and forth between planning and thinking, as you
think new thoughts and write down ‘old’ ones. As you think and gather
information you are also planning and writing bits as you go. Similarly, you
can find that even as you are working on a piece that you thought was nearly
finished, you realize that you need a bit more information. Sometimes, you
may find that you have gone in a slightly different direction from the one
you had planned so that now you need to revisit material you have already
looked at, or even find some new information. Beware though, this can just
be a delaying tactic for not getting on to the next hard phase of completing
the assignment, on the grounds that it could always be better. At some point
you simply need to make the best of what you have got and just finish this
particular piece of work.

You may remember that in Chapter 3, we introduced the idea of ‘building
blocks’ as a way of thinking about constructing a piece of writing. We can also
compare the ‘shaping’ process with how a child makes a building with bricks.
One child might have some idea of the overall structure she wants but she may
have to try out different ways of getting there using different arrangements of
bricks. She may start off with no idea at all, yet in the end she gets a building
she likes. One child might hesitate a lot as she builds; another may just plunge
into it. This illustrates that everybody works differently. You will need to try
out different ways of planning and writing to find out what works best for you.

The quotes below illustrate different writers’ approaches to organizing
and shaping their writing. These writers all have some useful ideas that are
worth considering when you are thinking about shaping your own writing.
In practice, you may of course vary your approach for different purposes and
for different kinds of assignment. As with all aspects of writing, it is a good idea
to be aware of different methods and to try them out.

The diver writer (see Figure 6.1)

For years I was confused about my writing because I simply could
not carry out my teachers’ instructions to ‘make a plan’ and they
were always telling me that my essays should ‘be more organized’.
I found it very difficult to make an outline and then stick to it. My
mind didn’t seem to work that way. I always had to start writing and
sometimes write quite a lot before I knew where I might be going.
That meant I had to cut and do different drafts. Sometimes I would
find that I had to start writing one section even if it was in the middle
of the assignment, and then build up the whole thing slowly, in bits.
In the end it worked out and now I seem to have found my own mix
of a method.
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Figure 6.1 The diver writer

This writer just plunges in to her work. She always finds that she has to do
some writing before she knows what she wants to say and in order to find out.
She might use practice writing (see Chapter 2) for this purpose. Only then can
she begin to build up a plan. If she were the child building her house with
bricks she would get started and see what kind of building emerged from how
she moved around the bricks. She would start to ‘just build’ her house.

The patchwork writer (see Figure 6.2)

When I write I try to get down some headings that seem to relate to
the question. At least they give me an idea of what topics and
divisions my writing will have. But I am not yet sure exactly if I have
an argument. I start to write what I can under these headings and as
I go I am trying to find a way of making these fit together. When I
have got my first draft like this I will go back and put in bits that will
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Figure 6.2 The patchwork writer

show the links between the different parts. I may have to move
around some material. Sometimes I have to cut out quite a lot because
now that I am much clearer about my argument I realize that not
everything I thought was interesting is actually relevant or important.
I still have to work out what exactly I have to leave out, add, or move
around but gradually I fit the bits together.

This writer writes sections at an early stage which she then has to fit together to
make the whole assignment, adding links as she goes. If she were the child
building a house of bricks she might make a series of different ‘rooms’ which
she would then need to join together to make up the whole house.

The grand plan writer (see Figure 6.3)

I spend a great deal of time reading and making notes —I try to absorb
it all thoroughly. I have to read much more than I need. Then I
think about it a lot. I can think as I'm doing other things. Finally,
I just sit down and write it out in longhand and it’s as though it has all
come together in my inner mind. Sometimes I add an introduction
once I have finished and I will read the whole assignment through,
but really I have never found I could write down a plan and my work
hardly ever needs redrafting.

This is a writer who doesn’t seem to make an outline at all: she has a ‘grand
plan’ in her ‘inner mind’. In fact, she must have a structure in her mind before
she begins to write but she can’t quite say what it is until she writes it down.
Then it comes out nearly complete. The child builder with a grand plan would
have a clear picture in her mind of the house she was going to build before she
began and would build quickly without getting diverted.




GETTING THE ASSIGNMENT INTO SHAPE 79

Figure 6.3 The grand plan writer

The architect writer (see Figure 6.4)

First I wrote down some notes — ideas for headings. I used the space
of a whole page so that I could space out my ideas in a diagram-like
fashion. Sometimes I had a column on one side to note down ideas
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Figure 6.4 The architect writer
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that I might use later on or for jobs I would need to do before I could
begin writing the assignment. I kept this list to one side so that I
could add to it as I was trying to develop my central overarching
idea on the main part of the page. When I had finished I had some
notes which all related to this ‘central idea’ so that I had an outline
for the whole piece. Sometimes I like to use visual diagrams for my
planning. I think and plan before I even begin to think about starting
to write.

The architect writer has a sense of design in her writing. She would not find it
too difficult to produce a complex plan. Writers who find it easy to put their
thoughts in the form of a spider diagram or mind map are this kind of writer.
They have a sense of a broad structure almost before they know what content
will go into it, whereas other writers have to know what they have to say
before they can make a plan. The ‘architect’ child building a brick house might
start with an outer structure for her building, which she would then fill in to
make all her rooms.

What kind of writer are you?

Have you related yourself to one of these types of shaping writing? Try the
following task.

TASK 6.1: What kind of a ‘shaper’ are you? How do
you organize your writing?

Reread the above descriptions of writers planning their writing. When you have
finished note down your answers to the following questions:

e What do you think might be the advantages and disadvantages of these
different ways of organizing writing?

e Which way of planning and shaping is most like your own approach?

e How do you think your way may be different?

Now try to describe how you plan and organize your work.

Of course, you may not always adopt just one way of shaping writing. You
may in practice adopt different strategies for different kinds of writing that
you have to do, and as you get more experience you will find you can become
more flexible in your approach.

The writers quoted above demonstrate that the process of shaping their
writing is not simple. They all stress that they have found their own way
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that works for them even if it seems messy and time-consuming. Therefore,
although advice on writing an assignment usually emphasizes the need to
‘make a plan’, these writers, all of whom have some experience, don’t follow
this advice in any simple way. Some writers do seem to be able to get an outline
easily at an early stage, and we suggested one way of working towards this
in Chapter 4. There is no doubt that this is useful if you can do it, and it is
certainly necessary to try to get a clear shape at some stage, but, as we have
seen, many writers have to do more preliminary thinking or practice writing
before they can get a clear structure. However, they do all know that their aim
is to get a well-shaped piece of writing in the end.

All this means that there is not just one way to organize a piece of writing.
Itis important that you do not to try to follow someone else’s advice slavishly,
because it can dry up your own thought processes. Even when you have been
able to plan what you want to say there are often some points in writing an
assignment when you don’t know what to say next, and most people find that
their original plan gets changed as they are writing.

Some structures used in university writing

We have just looked at examples of how writers put together their written
assignments. Now let us now consider the shape of the work from a different
angle by looking at some ways of organizing material into different kinds
of structure that are commonly used in university writing. By ‘structure’ we
mean both the way a piece of writing is organized and — more importantly —
what work it is doing: its function in the assignment. We are particularly
interested in how the structure constructs the relationships between different
ideas. Here are examples of some structures commonly used in university
writing, followed by an illustration of how they might be used for one
assignment.

Chronology writing

What happened?

This structure follows time with a sense of the sequence of events, one
following another. You relate or recount what happened. This may, naturally,
often be used in history. Chronology can be expressed visually as a ‘timeline’
which shows the sequence of events during a certain period, as a calendar
does. A similar structure may be used to tell the plot of a novel or film. There
will often be occasions when you need to use this structure, but you will also
need to do more than this and go on to think about and explore further what
you have recounted. Chronology writing might well appear at the beginning
of an assignment, to give the background to the rest of the piece. Beware of
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spending too long on chronology writing in any one assignment because the
task usually demands more than this.

Description writing

What is something - or someone - like? What are its characteristics or what are
the different parts that make it up?

Description usually needs to be followed by or linked to explanation. The
visual way to represent description may be as a diagram, with labelled parts, as
in biology. However, if we are describing something more abstract — for
example, the characteristics of the twentieth-century family — then a spider
diagram may be a good way to build up our thinking on what it is like, as we
considered in Chapter 2. As with chronology writing, you will usually need
to move on to consider more analytic questions, such as why, or what does
this mean or what does this relate to.

Cause—effect writing

Why did something happen? What were the consequences?

In practice you will not get far in recounting what happened without bringing
in cause and effect, which relate events to each other. Take a simple example:
the king died; the people rejoiced. For this to make sense we need to know why
the people rejoiced (maybe he was a tyrant). However, the idea of a straight
correlation between two events — that something is caused by something else —
is often seen as a bit simplistic. All the same, cause and effect — ‘what caused
something’ and/or ‘what followed’ — can still be an important way of repre-
senting a relationship. As soon as you start to consider ‘why’ or ‘what
followed’, of course, your thinking becomes complex. How do you know
why? What else is involved? Again you have to analyse many different factors,
and usually the first ‘why’ leads to more questions.

Compare/contrast writing

How are two things different from and like each other?

This is a very common structure. It shows the similarities and differences
between two things and in the process it tells you more about each of them.
One common feature of university writing is that the ‘things’ may well be
quite abstract or intangible — for example, two different social policies or
two different psychological theories. You can handle the compare/contrast
structure by moving back and forth between both ‘things’ or by discussing
each in turn. This structure might form the main part of your assignment or
it may be used for just a part of it. The need for it may well be identifiable in the
title of an assignment.
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The following kinds of writing are less to do with the way the writing is
organized or shaped as with what you are actually doing as you write; in other
words we are concerned with the work that the particular type of organization
is doing.

Summary writing

What does the writer say? What is this idea about?

You will sometimes be asked to write a summary and to give the gist of what an
article or book is about as an exercise in its own right. You may also have to
write briefly about what someone says, or about a particular position or way
of thinking as part of your assignment. This is necessary because a lot of
university writing is specifically about discussing what other authors have
said about a topic. In this case you will need to refer to just those points
and ideas which are relevant to your particular assignment or a specific part
of your argument within your assignment. Pointers to summarizing what an
author says are given in Chapter 5. Here are some ways in to thinking about
summarizing for a particular purpose:

e What is important about what this writer says for your assignment —
why do you wish to include something about her/him?
e How do these ideas fit in with what I want to say?

Analysis writing

Going deeper: what is this all about?

This is the most difficult kind of writing to explain because ‘analysis’
is a term that is frequently used by university tutors in different ways. It
always demands that you say more about, for instance, what you are
describing or comparing. It requires you to be searching and to ask questions
such as:

What does this mean?
Why is this important?
How does this work?
How is this put together?
Can you explain this?

These are just some of the questions involved in ‘being analytical’, or ‘using
analysis’; use them if they seem appropriate. However, it is equally important
to think of your own questions, in context, when you are attempting to be
analytical.

Strictly, ‘analysis’ means breaking things down into their constituent
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parts, and this idea comes from science. This thought can be helpful in under-
standing what you need to do in any analytical writing. It means that you
can’t just make ‘big’ statements, as you might do in daily life. If you do, tutors
might suggest that ‘you need to unpack it’, to ‘tease it out’ (we say more about
this in the section on feedback in Chapter 9). For example, in film studies
students are not required to say whether a film is ‘good’, which is simply a
value judgement, but to work out how it is put together to make its impact.
Being analytical involves thinking through what you are doing in your
writing and the information and ideas you are presenting in a particular,
sharp, questioning way.

Evaluating writing

What is the value of this? How is this important?
In evaluating writing you have to make some sort of a judgement, often about
what other writers are saying. This is different from the kind of judgement
you might make in daily life, for example, ‘That was a good film’. You have to
evaluate different positions, perspectives or points of view. (We examine this
further in Chapter 7.) You have to do more than say, for example, ‘This is a
false argument’ or ‘This is wrong’; you have to give reasons for your judge-
ment. Evaluating may involve writing about how different positions suggest
certain attitudes or omit some crucial information, weighing up one against
the other. It is important to remember that in order to evaluate in university
writing you have to be analytical. As with all these different kinds of writing,
what you actually have to do varies between courses and subject areas, as we
elaborated in Chapter 3.

Here is an example of analysis and evaluation from an essay on the
‘concept of the family unit’ as it is applied to problems of old age:

There are several disadvantages to using ‘the family’ as the focus
of an explanation for the problems of old age. Firstly, not everyone
lives in a family. Secondly, there are now many different forms of
families, so generalizations made about the traditional nuclear
family are not applicable to all. The consequence of this is that
families are expected to behave in ways that do not match reality
and they may be blamed for problems connected with old age that
they cannot control.

This writer uses analysis in order to evaluate accounts of the problems of old
age that are based on the concept of the family unit. You will notice that the
analysis is not centrally about the problems of old age but about how these
problems are addressed from a particular perspective and position specifically
related to the idea of the family unit.
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Using a range of writing structures

As we have said, you may well employ more than one kind of writing structure
in any one assignment. For example, in the course of writing an account
of the causes of homelessness you may have to include a chronological
historical account. An assignment about the chronological history of women’s
writing may also include some analysis of individual works by women writers.
Let us take as an example the following assignment: ‘Parents have ultimate
responsibility for their children’s delinquent behaviour. Discuss.’

Chronology writing

You might give a historical account of different attitudes to young offenders;
or use a case study in which you recount what happened in a particular case of
a young offender.

Compare/contrast

You might want to compare what two writers say on the topic.

Writer A

Writer B

Believes that the family set-up is an
important factor in juvenile delinquency.

Believes that young children can be
taught right and wrong at home and

Believes that factors in society are more
important.

Believes that young children cannot be
held responsible for their actions.

school.

This would also involve you in some summarizing, because you would need
to write about what each writer says on the matter. However, you would do
this selectively in relation to how you were using the author’s work for this
assignment.

Analysis writing

In addressing this assignment title you would not (of course) just answer ‘yes’
or ‘no’. You would consider different positions that have been taken on juven-
ile delinquency and weigh them up. Here is one possible format:

e  What are these positions about juvenile delinquency?
e Who holds them and why?
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e  What attitudes or assumptions about what children are like or about
what family life is like do these positions suggest?
e  What policies and action follow from them?

As a part of this analysis you will also need to evaluate these different positions
and come to some judgement about them.

In this section we have been considering what kind of work your
university writing may be doing, which to a large extent determines how it
is organized into its shape. Bearing these kinds of structures in mind, both in
your reading and your writing, helps you to become more conscious of what
you are doing, and so to do it better.

TASK 6.2: Identifying writing structures

Take one assignment from a subject that you are working on. Can you identify
some of the kinds of writing described above that you will need to answer the
assignment? You might find that one kind of writing may shape most of it.

Developing your argument and working out your ‘story’

One important element of shaping your writing is concerned with developing
your argument. Look back to Chapter 3 to see what the tutors quoted had
to say about argument. An ‘argument’ is one of the things tutors are most
often looking for when they set written assignments, and they often criticize
an assignment on the grounds that it does not have an ‘argument’. However,
in practice, the term ‘argument’ often means different things to different
tutors and in different subjects. It certainly doesn’t mean a ‘quarrel’ (although
as a matter of fact academics are rather notorious for conducting academic
‘quarrels’). An argument can be described in quite technical and particular
ways, but here we are concentrating on some more general ideas of what tutors
seem to mean when they use the term. Here are some examples.

Developing an argument

e The writing shows a sense of purpose, as though the writer knows where she
is going and is leading the reader there step by step.
There is a definite central idea with reasons for it and evidence to back it up
and support it.
The writing may ‘present a case’ for a particular viewpoint.
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The writing is constructed in a particular way — for example, it builds up a
case with one idea logically leading to the next.
The ideas are put together in a way that is clear to the reader.

Building up your argument step by step

Here is a brief paragraph from the middle of an essay on domestic violence:

An alternative feminist approach suggests that women may stay in
violent relationships even when they are not ‘weak’. For these women
a constituent of being a woman involves being there for their men
and being able to maintain a relationship despite obstacles. These
women tried to understand their violent partners and felt duty bound
to cope the best way they could, for walking out would have been an
admission of failure.

This paragraph contains a common structure on a small scale:

A general statement: in this case the ‘idea’ is a statement about ‘an
alternative feminist approach’.

Adding to the first idea: the next sentence gives further explanation
about the first statement concerning these women.

An example of what the women do.

The writer is building up her writing point by point as if she is anticipating
questions or a request for more information from her reader.

Constructing your ‘story’

One way of thinking about developing an argument in your writing is to think
of it as your ‘story’: What is your story? Do you have a clear storyline or plot?
Using the notion of a story may not seem very academic, but we think that it
gives a good indication of the ‘feel’ of developing an argument. It should help
you to identify more clearly the process of construction that you have to go
through to get to a written argument that feels complete for you. Your work as
a student writer is to construct your story-argument so that it is convincing to
the tutor/reader.

Argument as ‘story’

The writer and the reader know clearly what this piece of writing is about.
Selected ideas or events are linked together in a particular sequence.
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The reader is given a sense of direction as she reads.

There is a clear beginning and end.

There is a sense of ‘completion’ to the whole piece, of it being ‘rounded off’.
There are some basic patterns and conventions that the writer tries to follow
and the reader expects.

Formulating your central idea

In trying to put together your argument it is important to work towards
getting the central idea you wish to present. What do you want your reader
to know or think by the end of your assignment? What position are you
presenting or arguing in this assignment? Or, in the terms we have been con-
sidering above, what is your ‘story’ or storyline? Here are some examples:

There are disadvantages and advantages to the ‘care in the
community’ policy; overall the disadvantages outweigh the benefits.

This advertisement uses signs related to class to try to sell its product.

There are three different theoretical perspectives used to explain
domestic violence; they all reveal different attitudes about society.

It is often not easy to formulate this central idea. However, it may be easier
if you bear in mind that it needs to form an answer to the assignment title
if you have one. If not, the central idea you wish to get over to your reader will
help you to think of your own focused title. You may need to do quite a lot
of thinking, and even writing, as we have explained, to get to this central idea.
You can start to work towards this by analysing the title in the way we suggest
in Chapter 4. Once you have been able to sort out your central idea, you will
find it easier to shape your assignment, because you will be making sure that
the information you include is relevant to this central idea. You will know
where the writing should be going and have a sense of purpose for it. We
must emphasize again that different writers reach the stage of knowing exactly
what their assignment is about at different points in their writing. However,
it is certainly worth working towards formulating your central idea right from
the beginning of your work on any assignment.

A biology student was having difficulty in organizing her short assign-
ment: ‘Discuss the membrane as a link and a barrier’. She had many notes and
ideas but she couldn’t get them into shape. As she put it, ‘I can’t get my plot’.
She meant that she could not yet say, ‘The central idea of this assignment is
...". Without needing to know anything about the subject, you might think an
appropriate shape for this piece of writing could be:
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Introduction: what structural features does the membrane consist
of?

1 How the membrane functions as a link.
2 How it functions as a barrier.

Conclusion that briefly brings these two aspects together.

But the student couldn’t get this to work. As she was talking she suddenly
realized that the whole point of what she wanted to say was that the
structural features of the membrane worked both as a link and as a barrier
at one and the same time. This meant that she had to change her organization
as follows:

Introduction: what structural features does the membrane consist
of?

1 First structural feature (a) as a link (b) as a barrier.
2 Second structural feature (a) as a link (b) as a barrier.

Conclusion that brings these together: that the same things that make
the membrane work as a barrier also make it work as a link.

Now she had her ‘plot’, her central idea, and could get on with the assignment.
She felt that there was a much clearer connection between her introduction
and the main part of the assignment, and that it made sense. She was able to
construct her story-argument.

The idea of an argument as a ‘story’ may be expressed as follows. The
assignment you are writing has a central idea, which expresses what it is about.
This central idea is supported by a number of themes, which are organized
and linked together into particular structures. The themes may be bits of
information, reasons or evidence that make the reader understand and
appreciate the central idea. Together these make up the story-argument that
you have constructed to answer the assignment most effectively for your
purposes.

Developing your argument from topics and themes

We have talked about how an argument is frequently concerned with develop-
ing a central idea and the way in which all the different parts of your assign-
ment will be related in some way to this central idea. In your writing you
will be concerned with developing a number of themes which support your
central idea and therefore provide evidence for the argument that you are
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making. One way of thinking about the central idea is that it is at the core of
your argument. It is the core structure, and building an argument is often
about putting together a number of themes to create this core structure. The
themes themselves are also made up of components, and these are the basic
content based topics of the assignment. These topics come from your reading
and lecture notes and may be concerned with factual material which you need
to illustrate and develop your themes. So, in a sense the topics are the basic
building bricks out of which you construct your themes. Remember how we
used the analogy of building blocks in Chapter 3. Figure 6.5 illustrates how
these topics and themes help to underpin your central idea and support the
complete argument.

Look at Figure 6.6, the mind map on ‘Famine and its causes’. The student
who wrote this used it as the basis of her written assignment. The notes in
Figure 5.1 were also hers and relate to the same piece of work. So how would
she have gone about putting together her argument? Some of the topics that
this student needed to bring in to illustrate her themes can be seen in her mind
map: depletion of grain stocks; lack of food; lack of work; cattle prices; migra-
tion. From these topics she developed one of her main themes; this was that
‘war causes displacement’. She used this, along with other relevant themes, in
order to develop her central idea that ‘famine was caused by factors other than
lack of food'. For her, this idea lay at the heart of the argument that she wanted
to express in her assignment. She developed her argument, as she wrote,
through the examination of her chosen themes. The argument did not exist
before she began to write but it gave voice to the central idea that she wished

o R

CENTRAL 1DeN

Figure 6.5 Developing an argument
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to develop. Although she had her mind map to guide her, the argument was
developed through the writing process as she struggled with the points that
she wanted to make at all levels: topics, themes and central idea. The impor-
tant point to remember is that an argument is not a tangible thing that you
can identify somewhere else and import into your assignment. An argument
is developed through your writing, and you as the writer make the decision
about what weight to give to the different topics and themes that you will be
drawing on to build your argument and to express your central idea as clearly
as possible to the reader.

TASK 6.3: Thinking about your central idea

Take an assignment that you are working on or one that you have completed.
Write down one or two sentences about what you take to be the central idea.
Write down the topics you will bring in to support your themes. Identify some of
the themes that you may write about as part of your argument.

You can save time in organizing and shaping your work by using headings
for an outline plan. If you even attempt to make an outline plan early on in
writing the assignment then it is useful to make theme headings which you
can add to - as much or as little as you like — as you think of new material. Use
different sheets of paper for each theme. You can keep these initial notes for as
long as you need, as a basis for drafting the whole assignment or for building
it up bit by bit. Now that you have worked on your central idea and on how
you can organize your material into an argument it is time to look again at the
interesting question of your own place in your university writing.

Notes
O Remember that different writers plan and organize their writing at different
stages of the writing process, and try to discover how you work.

Make a plan if you can but expect to alter it as you write. Always treat your first
outline plan as provisional.

Try to identify how your writing requires a particular structure. To do this,
think about what work any part of your writing is doing.

Above all, determine what your central idea is and make sure that your
assignment is organized around this.
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Experiment with mind maps to help you build up the topics and themes for
your argument.

With the computer you can always move things about early on in the
planning stage to get an overall feel for how the different parts of your
assignment might fit together.




Putting yourself into your
academic writing

—D Is the tutor interested in my ideas?

Do | have to simply leave myself out of my university writing?

| came to university to explore my own ideas — but are they interested
in what | think?

Can | use ‘' in my university writing?

In this chapter we take up work on the topic of the family begun in Chapter 2,
to look again at the relationship between your own identity as a writer and the
academic writing you do at university. In Chapter 1 and elsewhere we have
suggested ways to help you to develop fluency and confidence in the process of
writing and to think of yourself as a writer. We have talked about the impor-
tance of using your own words to help you to bridge the gap that may seem to
exist between ways in which you have been used to thinking about the world
and those you encounter in different fields of study and disciplines. We have
explored how you can get into the kinds of writing that are appropriate for
university, looking at ways of moving from descriptive to analytic writing
and of developing an argument. Now we move on to think about the rather
complex question of how you can get yourself, your own ‘voice’, into your
assignment. Do you have a feeling of ownership about your university writing
or are you floundering around trying to behave like a university student writer?
What does ‘getting yourself into an assignment’ mean? Students are often
concerned by their sense of the gap between what they are interested in and
want to say, and the requirements of university writing that, in many subject
areas, seem to expect students not to involve themselves personally at all. We
will consider this issue in university writing with the following questions in
mind:
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What is your relationship to your own writing? Can you have a sense
of yourself in your writing even when you are trying to keep to the
conventions of the subject you are studying?

Can you bring your own ideas, opinions and sense of identity
into university writing? How far will this show in your use of the first
person in your work?

One student’s dilemma

On the matter of getting himself into his assignment one student said this:

I try to stick as much to references as possible. I have to have the
relevant data . . . In the actual essay I don’t interject myself . .. I just
go with everything that somebody can actually go back and check
... because I'm not an authority. In other words, whenever I write
something there must be an authority .. . The problem is when you
are writing there is always a tendency to forget the academic side of
it and you go and put in anecdotes and whatever and you think
‘good’ and you think everything is flowing. So sometimes you
think you'll have a go but you know that is wrong and you have to
cut it out.

This student’s dilemma about his sense that he has to leave out his own ideas
for his assessed work because he is ‘not an authority’, coupled with his satis-
faction that his work is ‘flowing’ when he can ‘forget the academic side’,
illustrates a common problem for students. His difficulty is that he has not yet
found a way of bringing his own good work into what he sees as the university
requirements. He does not think he is ‘good enough’ — his work must be
‘wrong’. For this reason he is not really giving himself the chance to use what
he knows and can do already in his writing.

We will suggest that there are ways in which you may be ‘present’ in a
piece of writing even when it is apparently ‘impersonal’. One important theme
of this chapter is the importance of your personal engagement with what you
are studying, so that through your writing you come to have a sense of owner-
ship of what you have produced. As you write assignments you have the
opportunity to make the ideas you are sorting out a part of your own thinking
and understanding so that each time you complete an assignment, hand
it in and hopefully get feedback on it, it is possible to think of it as your own
production. This is why we have stressed the importance of using your own
words to understand your university assignments and reading. This sense of
ownership is important if you are to get satisfaction from your university
writing, as well as for learning the subject. The very process of engaging with
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ideas through writing about them helps to make them a part of your identity
as a writer, and in this way your commitment to the task of writing can result
in a much stronger piece of work. This kind of commitment to learning a
subject is illustrated in the following students’ comments:

I wanted to understand how our political system works.

I need to know about accounting because I want to run a small
business.

I cry sometimes when I see a movie and I want to try to understand
why.

I need to teach my pupils to read, and need all the understanding that
I can get.

Similarly, a university tutor and researcher wrote this about his reasons for
doing research and his experience of writing:

Thereason I undertake research undoubtedly reinforces my difficulties
in writing. For I generally choose subjects because I simultaneously
feel that they are important and I am uncertain about my own views
on them. I research the subject in the attempt to clarify my own
conclusions on them.

(ExChanges 1996)

‘Parrot writing’

We explored in Chapter 5 how, as you find out more about your assignment
topic from more sources, you always need to be processing for yourself the
material you use, formulating and putting together your ideas in writing, and
incorporating them into your own thinking. You need to negotiate and work
with the demands of university writing, not just try to adopt them wholesale;
this produces ‘imitation’ writing, which is neither convincing to the tutor nor
in the long run satisfying to you, the student. As the English tutor quoted
in Chapter 3 said, students begin to ‘parrot these discourses’ before they have
really got inside them. This may not always be a bad way to begin to get hold
of the subject, for imitating a writer you are reading can be a good way of
getting the feel of what he or she is saying. It is certainly also useful to look
closely at how writers write. However, in general, just trying to use a particular
style or vocabulary is to try to imitate the surface features of a discipline,
without really getting into its way of thinking, and in the end it does not work.
Students who do this end up with strange and confused pieces of writing,




‘PARROT WRITING" 97

rather like children trying to use unfamiliar, adult language. They do not feel
confident and do not enjoy writing. We might compare this with playing a
piece of music without understanding anything about rhythm. Individual
notes may be right but they don’t fit together into a recognizable piece of
music. In the end, therefore, we are saying that you have to develop your own
way of writing a subject, however modestly, and the exercises we have given in
this book often ask you to start to get into university reading or writing by
using your own words. Slowly your own way becomes related to your new
role as a university student and you get a sense of yourself as the writer of
your university assignments. You become confident that you are able to
handle university writing, even though you will not always get it right at first;
but then, neither do academics, who also have to struggle every time they
write something new.

In the following task about your relationship to your assignment, you
need to write out your answers in your own, exploratory way. Such writing
may serve as a personal record of your thinking, helping you progressively to
clarify your thinking as you work. We will ask you to return to this task at the
end of the chapter.

TASK 7.1: Thinking about your place in an assignment

Choose an assignment title that you may have to write, and think about the
questions below:

e Whatis your interest in the subject?

e Will you be able to include your own opinions and experiences in the
assignment?
What kinds of satisfaction might you get from completing this assignment?
Will you expect to use ‘I’ in the assignment? Think about your reasons for this
answer.

Here are some examples of the kinds of satisfactions students report that
they get from writing:

I enjoyed the reading, really finding out more about the subject.

It was hard but it was very satisfying to see a whole essay that I'd done,
ready to hand in.

I liked having to sort out my ideas and I really felt I knew the subject
when I'd finished.
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I'd always been interested in politics and now I felt I was understand-
ing how it all works.

Can you be ‘original’ in your university writing?

University teachers sometimes seem to be asking for two contradictory things
in their students’ assignments. They say that they want to know what you are
thinking, and, at the same time, insist that you make use of what academic
writers have said. What they sometimes really seem to mean is: first you have
to get into our way of looking at things and then you can begin to say it in your
own way. This is not such a contradiction as it sounds, because of course all
our ideas have ‘come’ from somewhere else. At university much of your
‘experience’ and knowledge come from reading what other people have said.
As we have stressed in previous chapters, what is important is that you are able
to make your own use of your sources when you re-form them for your own
purposes for writing. So although it is true that when you write for university
you have to draw on what others have said, this does not necessarily mean
that you have to give up your own ideas, but you do have to clarify what you
think and present this in a way that does not solely depend on your own
personal experience. Personal and individual viewpoints may well be relevant
but they have to be set in a context. This may mean that you have to distance
yourself from your personal perspective and see it in a wider framework. We
have explored how there can be very different ways of examining topics from
different subject and discipline perspectives and you have to make sure that
you can take account of this when you are writing different assignments, often
for different tutors. In the end, it may be true that writing for university can
mean that there is a contradiction between your wish to have your say and the
requirements of the subject you are writing. If you really want to write directly
about your own experiences and ideas, you may have to do it in other ways.
Experienced writers write in different ways at different times. On the other
hand, it can be possible to find ways of relating the personal and the academic.
Sometimes students come to study a particular subject precisely because they
want to get a new perspective on what they have experienced, and such study
can be very satisfying for them. As we explore in the readings below, there are
various ways of writing yourself into your academic assignment.

Using ‘I’ in your assignments
Students are often puzzled as to whether they can use the first person in their

university assignments. The tutors quoted in Chapter 3 indicate the range of
views about this. The question is closely related to the larger question of your
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relationship to your material, and your sense of your identity as the writer of
the assignment. There may be a wide range of reasons for the use of the first
person in a piece of writing. For example, you might want to signal that the
ideas you are presenting are not definitive. It might be that you want to write
about your personal opinion at some points and you want to separate this
from some other parts of the assignment where you do not use ‘I'. Often
writers use ‘I’ in their introduction to establish their place in relation to their
material, and then go on to present the material itself in a more distanced
fashion. Above all, the use of ‘I’ can establish a sense of a relation between
writer and reader and between the writer and her material. In the following
task we ask you to investigate writers’ use — or non-use - of the first person by
looking at some course materials.

TASK 7.2: The use of ‘l’ in course materials

Check some of the books or course materials you have to hand to see whether they
use ‘l', and, if so, where they use it and what the reason might be. Think about
what effect the use or non-use of ‘I has on the relationship between reader and
writer.

The matter of using the first person in your assignments is difficult to
address because conventions vary between subjects. In fact, in some subjects
the use of ‘I’ is encouraged and in others it is actually ‘forbidden’. This can
also vary between tutors, even within a single subject area. In some cases the
subject or the tutor is flexible about it and you may well find that it is quite
acceptable to make use of the first person as long as you know why you are
doing it. The use of the first person is also related to the question of bringing
your own opinion into your work. In some subjects tutors will say that they
want to know what you think, while in other subjects your own thinking
is viewed as irrelevant. This kind of difference can be very frustrating for
students. What are you meant to do?

You may have begun a course because it seemed to be about your own
interests, but then you find that you are not expected to bring in your
own experiences or opinions or yourself after all. You may find that you are
expected to write as if you were not present in a situation when you were. For
example, if you have carried out a science experiment, you will probably be
expected to use the passive tense: to say ‘this was done’ and not ‘I did this’. In
social studies you may carry out an interview and yet not reveal this when you
write about it. You may have been moved by a film but are rarely expected to
discuss your feelings about it in a film studies assignment.
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Underlying these questions is your position in relation to your material.
Most importantly, if you do use ‘I’ and bring your own opinions into your
university writing, you are still meant to stand outside your material and
to be able to be objective about it, to think about it without being emotional
or one-sided in your opinions. This distance from the subject matter is a
mark of academic writing, even when it is clear that the writer has a strong
view about her subject. Yet it is still possible for you to have a sense of owner-
ship of your material and authority in your writing if you are confident
about using the subject matter. However, it can be difficult to get enough
confidence to think that what you write will be adequate when you are dealing
with a new subject. It is therefore equally difficult to claim the ‘right’ to
write as ‘I’ when you don’t yet have a clear sense of your identity as a writer of
that subject.

What s it like to write as ‘I'? It is important to remember that whenever we
use ‘I’ in writing, the ‘I’ character is in a sense a fictional construction created
for the purpose of claiming the right to say something in this particular piece.
Just as we talk differently to different people in different situations, in writing
our sense of ‘I’ depends on whom we are addressing and why, and how we are
writing. Your university ‘I’ is different in each assignment you write.

In general, if you are not told otherwise, our advice is to use ‘I’ if it seems
sensible for your purposes. Don’t pretend that you don't exist in your assign-
ment if you do, even if you have to find ways of putting yourself there such as,
‘It seems to me . . . or, more impersonally, ‘The evidence seems to suggest . . .".
This is a good example of the writer who is ‘there’ in her writing, since it is she
who is drawing the conclusion, while claiming that the conclusion just comes
from ‘the evidence’. However, she is only present in the writing invisibly,
which is often the case in academic writing. She does not use ‘I’ because she
seems to be suggesting that the ‘evidence’ is more important than her own
views. We will explore this apparent ‘disappearance’ of the writer further in the
readings below.

From the personal to the academic

One way of thinking about the specificity of academic writing is to compare
it with what we can broadly term ‘personal’ writing, where the writer is
obviously at its centre and there seems to be a clear relationship between
what is written and the writer. Then you can think of writing for university as a
shift from a personal to an academic way of thinking and writing, involving
shifts in the writer’s sense of ‘I’ in her writing in specific ways. The following
task is linked to the work you did on the differences between an autobio-
graphical and an academic text in Task 5.1, but the focus is different: here we
are asking you to consider things from the perspective of yourself, the writer,
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rather than yourself the reader, and, in particular, to think about your identity
and position within your own different kinds of writing.

TASK 7.3: Writing from a personal perspective

Identify an event in your childhood that was important to you. When you have
decided on this, write one or two paragraphs about it, indicating what happened
and how it was important. Imagine that you are writing for a friendly fellow student
or tutor. Note that we are asking you to write briefly on a subject that could be a
lengthy piece of work tackled in many different ways. If you can, carry out this task
with another student and discuss each other’s writing.

When you have finished, read over what you have written and note how often
you have used ‘I’. Can you say from this piece what the ‘I’ character is like and what
he or she seems to be doing in the account?

Does the ‘I' character seem to identify with the child or an adult looking on at
the child?

Can you identify features of the writing that show that it is ‘personal’?

Compare what you note with the table below and keep this piece of writing in
mind as you look at the readings below.

The following table sets out some of the major differences we suggest that
you might find between ‘personal’ and ‘academic’ writing. Keep this in mind
as you work on the task related to the passages below.

Personal writing Academic writing

Recounts, tells a personal story Comments, evaluates, analyses
Non-technical vocabulary Subject-specific vocabulary
‘I at the centre ‘I as the observer and commentator
Information comes from the writer’s  Information comes from a range of sources,

experience and refers to what others say
Personal feelings and views Evidence and argument

Conventions of referencing and citing to
acknowledge others’ work

We now move on to illustrate what we have been saying about the writer’s
place in her writing. In the following task and commentary we ask you
to think about three different extracts from readings. We have chosen these
particular passages because they show how there are both differences and
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similarities between what we are calling ‘personal’ and ‘academic’ writing, and
in order to give you an idea of ways in which you can move between these
different kinds. We will suggest that there is more of a continuum than a
complete break between personal and academic writing and that there are
various different ways for you to ‘own’ your university writing. The three
passages below are all related to the topic of the family and are all written by
women. The first is a ‘personal’ piece of writing which recounts an event in
the writer’s childhood, while the other two are different kinds of academic
writing.

TASK 7.4: The writer’s place in personal and
academic writing

Read the following three passages and check them against the list of ‘personal’
and ‘academic’ features in the table above. Answer the questions that follow about
each of them.

* Does the passage tell us anything about the writer?
e Where does the information come from?

e Does the writer present any of her own opinions?

e How does she do this?

Remember that we are asking you to think about these passages in order to think
about what you are doing when you write yourself.

Passage 1
When | was 9 years old my parents split up and | went to live with

my mother and new stepfather. My brother stayed at home with my
father. This split-up of the family was very painful to me at the time
because it was as though | had lost my father and my brother and
our family home all at once. | think it made me less confident than |
had been.

(Carol, a postgraduate student)

Passage 2

However, it should also be clear that it is not easy for women to survive as
heads of single-parent families. Female-headed households face a situ-
ation of relative social isolation. Especially in the early stages of the
domestic cycle, single parent women must both work for money and do
all the domestic chores. This leaves no time to establish and extend rela-
tionships. Indeed, it is often difficult for them to maintain relationships
with kin. There is the money problem too. Female-headed households,
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since they are very poor, do not have material resources to get involved in
social exchange. Esperanza’s case is illustrative of this point.
(Gonzélez de la Rocha 1994: 211)

Passage 3
Briefly, the family politics were as follows: Elizabeth Barrett was the

eldest of eleven children living with her parents at ‘Hope End’ in
Ledbury, Herefordshire. As a small child her precocious talent was
recognized and rewarded by her father. In her diary she wrote: ‘In my
sixth year for some lines on virtue which | had penned with great care
| received from Papa a ten shilling note enclosed in a letter which
was addressed to the Poet Laureat [sic] of Hope End’. Encouraged by
paternal approval she continued to turn out masses of apprentice
stuff, generally rehashes of works by male authors, such as her ‘Battle
of Marathon’ in imitation of Pope. Of all her siblings, she was closest
to her brother Edward, nicknamed Bro’, born in 1807, one year
after Elizabeth. They all spent their time together — climbing, fishing,
horseriding, organizing plays and picnics. She shared Bro’s tutor, Mr
McSwiney, and learned Greek with him. But when Bro’ left for Charter-
house Mr McSwiney left too. On the last page of the diary there is a
striking sense of an ungendered Paradise Lost: ‘My past days now appear
as a bright star glimmering far, faraway and | feel almost agony to
turn from it for ever!” She plotted that when she was grown-up she
would ‘wear men’s clothes and live on a Greek island, the sea melting into
turquoise all around it'.

The day Bro’ left for school at the age of 13, Elizabeth realized that
there was an inescapable difference between being a clever boy and
being a clever girl. She was literally ‘left behind” at what now seemed the
aptly named ‘Hope End'. Figuratively she was afraid of being left behind
intellectually and was consumed with envy of the previously beloved
brother.

(Hirsch 1995: 120)

The first passage appears to be a ‘personal’ piece because it refers to the
writer’s own experience as a child and is written as a narrative — it recounts
what happened to her and describes the effects on herself as a child, in the way
that you might have done in the previous task. The writer’s place is indicated
in her use of ‘I'. However, note that the use of ‘I' might not tell us as much
about the writer as we might think. It could stand for a fictional character,
invented by the writer. Alternatively, the writer could have written about
her own experience by using ‘she’, the third person. This indicates how the
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meaning of the use of ‘I’ is not a simple one, always a construct. This whole
passage is just about this writer’s experience and her own feelings and
thoughts about it. She does not make any attempt to see the events from the
viewpoint of anyone else, even her parents or brother, and she does not draw
on any other sources for her information. The writer is at the centre in this
passage and her concern is with her own experience and feelings. She does not
try to be objective and she does not draw on any ‘evidence’, even from
her own experience, to back up her assessment that ‘I think it made me less
confident’. She does not need to, since she is only talking about her own
experience for her own purpose. In this brief extract, she simply allows this
statement to stand. The vocabulary is simple and direct, with no technical
terms.

You will see, however, that, as well as recounting what happened, the
writer does also make an attempt to evaluate the effects of the event on herself:
‘I think it made me less confident’. Look out for this pattern, which is very
common in academic writing, where a section of chronology writing, recount-
ing what happened, or description writing is followed by a commentary.
Writing as an adult about her childhood means that the writer has become a
little distanced from her experience and can be a little more objective about
it, which is what academic writing asks of you.

Is there any way in which this writer’s experience might be useful if
she were writing an assignment about the impact of parental separation on
the children? Could it help her to make a statement such as the following?

I will argue that parental separation may lead to a loss of confidence
in the child.

Even if she were able to write about herself in a university assignment (and this
is possible, although it would not be usual) it is clear that this writer's own
experience cannot justify the above assertion. She has not explained how
she became less confident or discussed other ways in which the experience
affected her. In this brief passage she has not analysed her statement, even for
herself. If asked to explain further, she might try to ‘give evidence’ that would
demonstrate how she became less confident, or to think about other ways in
which the experience affected her. This might lead her to think more about her
experience in ways that could help her to understand it further. However, as it
stands, there is nothing in her story that could allow her to generalize from her
story. She cannot deduce or generalize anything about the effects of parental
separation on children just from her own experience. At the same time,
however, it is possible that if this writer were to make a study of the family,
for instance for a social studies course, she would bring her own experience to
bear on her work and it would make her study a richer experience for her.
Students often say that academic study illuminates and expands their previous
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understanding and helps them to make sense of things in their lives or in the
world around them. Writing helps reinforce this kind of learning.

How, then, might Carol approach this academic essay about the effects on
the child of parental separation? To reach a more objective and academic
perspective she might have to find out about what other writers have said,
which she could use as her secondary sources. If this were appropriate for her
particular assignment, it might also be useful to talk to other people about
their experience, but she would need to acknowledge how she had got this
information. She might need to engage in some kind of field research to get
information at first hand, although this would be more likely to take place at
a later stage in a course. This writer’s own experience as a child could be a
motivator for tackling such an essay, as a way of relating her own experience to
that of other people and of making more sense of it, but she would now have
to think about the family in different ways. She might have to rethink what a
family is in terms of the perspective of her field of study. As she gathered more
information she might possibly rethink what she had experienced as a child. It
is unlikely that this experience would get into her writing directly, although
she might be so convinced about the validity of her personal experience
and opinion about her family’s split-up that she would look for studies to
back it up and in doing this she would discover a range of different positions,
opinions and frameworks. In all this work her own experience might give her
more of a sense of engagement with the work of the assignment. However, in
most conventional academic writing the reader would never know about the
writer’s personal situation, although there might be an opportunity to bring it
up — and hear from others - in seminars or other group discussions.

In this academic work the writer might or might not use ‘I'. But if she does,
the ‘T’ will be a different character from the one who is telling the reader
about her childhood story. It might, for example, introduce the assignment —
‘In this essay Iwill . . ." or ‘I interviewed . . ." - or evaluate material - ‘It seems to
me that these two studies contradict each other’. In this case the ‘I’ character
would represent the writer as university student writer, distanced from her
material and reasonably objective.

In the second passage there is no use of ‘I’ and the passage does not refer to
the writer herself. In academic fashion she has been written out of it. The
question of single-parent families is treated as a social and economic issue
rather than as an individual matter, so that ‘the family’ is placed in a wider
context. The title of the book tells us that the discussion is about ‘poverty
in Mexico’, which we would not know from the extract. The information
about single-parent families in this extract sounds authoritative, and makes
categorical generalizations about the economic situation of ‘female-headed
families’. We would expect to find out about the sources for this information
in the book’s references section since the use of a comprehensive referencing
system and the use of other writers for information and ideas is one mark of
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academic writing. (You will remember that we discussed referencing in Chap-
ter 5.) When you are writing academically you can never just rely on your own
experience and ideas, you always have to refer to what others have said in the
same subject area and on the same topic. The vocabulary is quite simple in this
example but the terms ‘female-headed households’, ‘kin’ and ‘domestic cycle’
belong to the vocabulary of the social sciences (in this case social anthropol-
ogy) and would seem oddly out of place in the first passage.

Although we would not know it from this passage, you may not be sur-
prised to learn, and you would know if you had the whole book in your hand,
that the writer is in fact herself a woman. The use of an individual case study
(which sounds as if it is a study the writer has made herself) brings in a more
personal dimension to the writing, and this brings both the material and the
sense of the writer’s presence nearer to the reader. It is likely that the reader will
respond to a sense that the writer has an interest in telling us about the dif-
ficult conditions of the women. However, this is not actually stated in the text,
with its impersonal approach. Such information is often, however, given in
the preface or introduction of a book.

An important feature of academic writing is that it often moves back and
forth from generalizations to particular examples that support the generaliza-
tion. In this passage this move is made by the mention of the case study,
which, we are told, will illustrate the general point made in the first part of the
paragraph. For this reason, the ‘story’, or case study, of ‘Esperanza’ will be
treated not so much as an interesting story in its own right as an illustration
and example of how single mothers are able to cope with their economic and
socially isolated position.

In the third passage also there is no use of ‘I’, and again we seem to know
nothing about the writer as a person. We might have to turn to the title page of
the book to find out that she is a woman. However, the passage is written from
a feminist perspective, for example it uses the term ‘sexual politics’ in the first
section and the whole passage is about the sexual politics of the family.
Although there is no ‘I’ character or even a sense of an individual writing, we
are presented with a strongly expressed perspective on the family as a place of
‘struggle’ for Elizabeth Barrett. We might assume that because it is a feminist
text this means that the writer is a woman, which is in fact true, but of course it
need not be the case. But a particular point of view obviously comes from
somewhere — and someone. Interestingly there are two ‘writer characters’ in
this passage — the author character, who is not expressed as ‘I, and Elizabeth,
who appears as the ‘I’ writer of her diary, where she conveys her experiences
and feelings strongly: ‘My past days now appear as a bright star glimmering far,
faraway and I feel almost agony to turn from it for ever!’. In this diary there is
not even a sense of commentary and distance from her own experience as
there was in the first passage. However, the writer of the passage creates this
distance from Elizabeth’s experience by her selection from and commentary
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on it. Like much academic writing, she is writing about what another writer
said. Although Elizabeth’s story is presented as interesting in its own right, it is
mainly used as an ‘example’ of how family sexual politics works, rather like the
case study in the second passage.

This writer comments on Elizabeth’s feelings, and does not say what her
own are. Yet her use of Elizabeth’s very personal diaries does invite the reader’s
sympathy. Her language also seems to be coloured by that of Elizabeth’s
strong feelings. Compare the writer’s ‘she . . . was consumed with envy of her
previously beloved brother’ with Elizabeth’s ‘I feel almost agony to turn away
from it for ever!’. This writer has made it clear that she has taken up a position
in her thinking about Elizabeth as an example of how women have been at
a disadvantage in education and self-expression. She does not appear in the
passage directly but she is clearly there as a slightly ghostly presence, with
strongly held views.

The second and third passages, then, are examples of how the writer
seems to have found a place in her writing even when she does not appear
directly in it. In other kinds of writing the writer seems to be more distanced
from her material - for example, in an account of a scientific experiment or a
report. Here are two examples, but remember that even these conceal the
writer:

The present study was undertaken to determine how C. albicans con-
tributes to this lethal shock synergism ... Because C. albicans and
endotoxin share a number of characteristics ... candidal infected
mice were examined for induced TNE.

(Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995: 55)

In the state sector there was no difference in average A-level
points score at single-sex and co-educational comprehensives, but
the familiar pattern did show up among the grammars. The few
remaining grammar schools had by far and away the best per-
formance of state schools and that is where single-sex education is
still mainly to be found. Of the 310 single-sex state schools, 35.5 per
cent are grammar; of the 1600 co-educational schools, only 2.3
per cent are.

(Smithers and Robinson 1995: 4)

In summary then, in academic forms of writing it is usual for the writer to
appear very little directly and, even when she uses the first person, to appear
as an observer and commentator, impersonally and at a distance from her
material. This may be what it looks like to an outsider. However, as we have
explored, you yourself as a writer may know better. You know why you may
have chosen to write about a particular topic, what your interest is in it and
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how much you have put of yourself into it, even when you are writing about
what other writers have said. The following task asks you to think again about
your place in your assignment.

TASK 7.5: Your place in an assignment

Think back to the assignment you chose to think about in Task 7.1. Have you
anything to add about your relationship to the assignment, about your use of
‘I"and the use of your own thinking?

Think again: Why did you choose this assignment?

In this chapter we have been saying that you get a sense of ownership
of your academic assignment by engaging with it, by your motivation for
studying a subject, your choice of topic and material, and your work in
organizing your ideas into an argument that you yourself put together. As you
get more experience in your university work you will find that you are able
to write with more authority about your subject and you will feel that there
is more of yourself in what you write, however objective it is and however
impersonal it looks to the reader. You yourself are becoming the writer of each
assignment you produce.

Notes

O Take into account your own ideas, knowledge and experience when you are
planning an assignment, but don’t expect to use them ‘neat’ - build on them
and stand back from them. Relate them to what you learn from other sources.

Use ‘I’ in an academic way if you think it is appropriate.

Don't use ‘I’ just to tell your own story but think about your ‘university I’ as an
observer and commentator.

If you are concerned check with your tutor about the use of ‘I’ on her course.

Remember that university writing never just tells a story (recounts what
happened), although this may often be an element in an assignment.

Take note of how writers establish or suggest what their position is in relation
to their material. Don’t expect this last point to be always obvious. You may
have to search a bit.




Putting it together

—D What am | supposed to do about the introduction and conclusion?
I don’t need to know what you are going to say.
Do tell your reader what you are going to say.

I never really read my work through.

In this chapter we come to the final stages of preparing your assignment, when
you have it nearly complete but not quite ready: the stage when you need to
make sure that it will be well presented. We do want to emphasize that this is a
very important and also a time-consuming stage in writing an assignment.
Students who are not very used to writing course assignments sometimes find
this surprising. It is easy to assume that, by the time the whole assignment is
written, often after considerable effort, the only thing left is to hand itin to the
tutor with a sigh of relief. This is a mistake! Tutors are quite shocked to find out
that sometimes their students haven’t read over their work before handing
it in. Once the whole piece of writing is complete you do need to review it as a
whole to make sure that it is as good as you can make it. This might need to be
done more than once for different purposes — for example, for checking if it
‘fits together’, for changing the wording or the order, for cutting redundant or
repetitive parts, or for eliminating small errors. Before this, we need to consider
the introduction and the conclusion.

Writing the introduction

In university writing you will be expected to provide some kind of intro-
duction to your assignment. It may seem strange to tackle the introduction
at such a late stage. The reason for including it here is that in practice you can
only finalize the introduction once you have written the whole assignment
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and, except for a final review, have got it into a shape that you find acceptable.
This will be obvious if you accept that you may not know what you think until
you have written it down. It is only when you have completed a piece of
writing that you can introduce it to the reader.

This said, however, some writers find that writing the introduction first
gives them a sense of assurance about where they are going. It can help them
to feel grounded with a good sense of direction - it serves as a map. However, if
you decide to use the introduction in this way you definitely need to return to
it to check if it still really works in this way for the reader, because one of the
points of the introduction is that it is particularly written with the reader in
mind. It is also necessary to check that you introduce what you have actually
written rather than what you thought you were writing. So our advice is that if
you do feel the need for the security of writing your introduction first to get
you going, do this quite quickly. Don’t spend a long time getting it ‘right’ —
because it may turn out not to be right after all when you have finished the
whole assignment. It is only too easy for students to get bogged down in trying
to write the introduction and to spend much too much time struggling with a
task that would be much easier if it were left until later.

Advice on university writing always stresses the importance of the intro-
duction, and sometimes the introduction is prescribed quite specifically. For
example, the following is a common formula:

¢ Introduction: Tell the reader what you are going to do in the essay.

e Main body: Present your argument.

¢ Conclusion: Say how you have done what you promised in the intro-
duction and bring everything together.

However, as we illustrated in Chapter 3, this formula only applies in some
cases. In practice there are many different ways of introducing and concluding
a piece of work, depending on the subject, the task and the length of your
assignment. On the whole, the longer the work, the longer the introduction.

You will probably find that you get different kinds of advice about the
introduction from tutors in different subject areas. As always, you will need to
find out what these are. For example, one tutor may say that you should
announce what you are going to say in an essay with ‘a good clear intro-
duction’, while a tutor in another subject says that this would be redundant
and rather boring information: ‘I don’t need to be told what you are going
to say; I'll find out soon enough’. Therefore, although the reader does need to
know where the essay will take her, the exact form of the introduction will
vary according to the particular conventions of the subject as well as any
particular requirements of an individual assignment.

Although it is difficult to lay down rules as to what exactly the intro-
duction should look like, you will be able to work out what is needed in your
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own way if you bear in mind that the major function of an introduction is to
provide the reader with a clear signpost to where the whole piece is going.
Then you will realize that there are different ways of doing this, and that the
introduction, of course, depends on the piece of writing it introduces.

What the introduction may do

e Give an overview of what the piece will be about.
Present the central idea of the assignment.
Give reasons for writing this piece.
Explain how the title will be interpreted.
Give reasons for answering a question in a particular way.
Introduce the questions the essay will be addressing.
Give the background to the main topic of the essay; the history and/or the
context.
Make a bold statement that the rest of the essay will fill out and justify.
Quote from somewhere else in order to interest the reader and give a feel for
what the whole essay is about.
Present a concrete example or story which the piece will explain or elabor-
ate upon.
Relate the assignments to other work in the same field.
Convey the writer’s own relationship both to the material of the assignment
and to the reader, and a sense of her own voice in the assignment.

TASK 8.1: Investigating introductions

Look at the introduction to two articles in your subject area. Where does each
introduction end? What work is it doing? Which of the functions in the above list
apply to them? Now compare what you think with the following examples.

Below are examples of parts of four introductions — in most cases the first
sentence — which we are looking at in order to see what work the introduction
is doing in each case. They all come from the same book (Ramsden 1988),
a collection of essays by different authors on the same theme of improving
student learning.

Our first example begins as follows:

Computers have been tested for their feasibility as learning aids for
approximately two decades now.
(Laurillard 1988: 215)
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This introductory sentence is a general statement — presented as fact — about
how things are, a situation with which it is assumed the reader will agree.
The writer is claiming the right to speak with authority on this matter. This
provides a context, or setting, for exploring in detail some particular aspect
of that situation in order to pose and answer questions about it. It is as if the
chapter will present a close-up view which focuses on a detail in a complete
picture. In this case the discussion will be of how the use of computers as
learning aids needs to be rethought in the light of different ways of defining
learning and teaching.
Here is the beginning and the end of a two paragraph introduction:

We stand at an important cross-roads if we wish to take advantage of
recent advances to improve learning in secondary schools . . .

... In this chapter I trace the emergence of . . . two [new, impor-
tant] concepts and their implications for improving learning by
reference to a case study . . .

(West 1988: 51)

Again this chapter begins with a general statement — an assertion which the
author invites the reader to accept on trust, as the setting for the exploration
which is the purpose of the chapter: to ‘trace the emergence of two [new]
concepts . ... . Here, then, the introduction tells us both what the writer will
do in the chapter and how (through the case study).

Here is an extract from the first paragraph of a third essay:

Teaching is a complex phenomenon ... We would argue that the
nature of teaching concerns the relation between the ‘teaching
situation’ and the learning outcome. . .

(Svensson and Hogfors 1988: 162)

The introduction lasts for about one page. It begins with generalizations and

explanations about some ideas about teaching and learning that follow from

this initial statement, and ends by saying what this chapter will be about: a

piece of research that the authors carried out which is based on these ideas.
Here is the first sentence from our final example:

A patient is brought to a hospital emergency room suffering from
abdominal pain. He looks sick and needs urgent medical attention.
(Welan 1988: 199)

This is a way of interesting the reader with an illustrative example, like a piece
of narrative, of the complicated problem of diagnosis which the whole chapter
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will address. This introduction ends with a statement of what the author
intends to do in this chapter and what his argument will be; that is, he
announces his central idea, which is what he wants the reader to accept after
reading the piece:

[ will argue that by studying how students go about solving diagnostic
problems we can learn how to improve our teaching. . . .

You will notice that these four authors are each setting out their own
position early on in the chapter. It is as if they are saying: ‘this is what we all
have to agree before we can go on to talk about our topic’. In particular, they
are defining themselves in some way as ‘authors’ of the piece, in the way we
explored in Chapter 7. They all use the first person, ‘I’ or ‘we’.

Writing introductions is not easy. Our examples are written by people
who are experienced in the ways of academic writing and whose introductions
display both confidence in what they are saying and a sense of self in their
work. The reader may never know how unsure the author may be feeling
about the work underneath. The third example is about a project ‘that has not
been evaluated’, but this doesn’t prevent the author from writing about it! This
is because an introduction works successfully if the author has really decided
what the whole piece is about and what she wants to say about it, and that she
has a ‘right’ to say it. Once more it is a matter of making use of your material
confidently for your own thought-out purpose. This is another reason for
writing the introduction after you have written the whole assignment because
by then you have had more of an opportunity to take on the language
and thinking of the subject so that you will be in a better position to write the
introduction in a confident way.

These examples of introductions also illustrate that, even within this one
book, in which all the chapters are on the same topic of student learning
(which means that the authors all have this interest, although in fact they may
be from different discipline backgrounds), introductions may work differently
to give the reader a sense of direction. Remember, however, that we have only
given you the flavour of the introduction in these examples, because in fact
each lasts for at least one or two paragraphs. There is definitely no rule about
how long an introduction should be. It all depends on what work it is doing for
the assignment.

In these examples the author has decided on the title, whereas commonly
in university assignments you have to ‘answer’ a question that has been set.
In this case your introduction may refer to the assignment question more
directly. You may want to explain at the beginning how you are going to
address the assignment and also find a way of establishing your own relation-
ship with both the material and the tutor’s response to it that you anticipate.
Here are some examples of first sentences from students’ approaches to
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an assignment with the following title: ‘Basing your answer on two case
studies, discuss how different conceptions of “ill health” affect attitudes to
treatment.’

I shall be using two case studies to tackle this question . . .
There are a number of contributory factors to ill health . ..

The term ‘ill health’ has a wide range of meanings which are
culturally determined.

The growing interest in community medicine has had an important
impact both on the notion of ‘ill health’ and on approaches to
treatment. . .

In these cases, too, the introduction does a particular job: it sets the scene for
the reader and indicates the direction of the rest of the piece.

It is important to bear in mind that you do have a choice about how you
introduce your assignment and that there are many different ways of doing
it. Some introductions will be much more obvious than others. These will be
‘set apart’ from the main body of the piece of writing, and will announce the
writer’s intentions. Other introductions will ignore this, leave out the writer’s
identity and serve more as a simple beginning or opening, which flows more
seamlessly into the rest of the assignment.

In the following task we ask you to look at a range of examples of
introductions in students’ assignments on the same topic. The purpose
of the task is that you are aware of different ways of introducing an assign-
ment and that you are able to notice how the introduction is working. So
do try to work with others on this task so that you can compare one another’s
work.

TASK 8.2: Comparing introductions to student
assignments

Working in pairs or groups compare your introductions to the same assignment.
How do they help to provide a ‘signpost’ to the assignment for the reader? For
example, do they refer to the question set and to the rest of the assignment? Do
they provide background information?

If you prefer, and if you have some examples of your own different assign-
ments, do the same thing with these introductions.
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Writing the conclusion

The conclusion of a piece of writing is your last opportunity to bring together
what you have been saying in a form that will tell your reader, ‘This is really
where all that I have been saying has been leading; this is what I want you, the
reader, to think at the end of my essay’. This final statement must arise out
of the piece of writing itself. One piece of advice that writing advisers give is
that you don'’t introduce new information in the conclusion. However, one
exception to this is that you might point the way to further work that your
piece could lead to.

We have just suggested that you consider writing your introduction last.
Now we are also suggesting that it can be useful to draft your conclusion at an
early stage in your writing. This can give you a sense of direction, helping you
clarify where you are heading and what you have to do in your essay in order
to get your reader to your final point. If you can see your destination it can be
easier to find a route to get there. Here is the conclusion to Svensson and
Hogfors (1988), our third example in the previous section:

Making the students’ conceptions part of the content of teaching
would seem to be the most direct way one can achieve an improve-
ment in education.

The whole essay has been devoted to demonstrating this idea, which refers
back to the title and which is clearly the chapter’s central idea.

How do you make sure that your conclusion doesn’t just repeat the intro-
duction? In fact, in a way it might almost seem to do this, except that you
will be able to take into account the reader’s journey with you through your
essay. In many cases it will not. In general terms the work of the conclusion is
that it gives a sense of completion to the assignment and points to your central
idea. In some cases the conclusion may consist of a summary of the whole
piece.

What the conclusion may do

e Summarize the ‘answers’ to the questions the assignment set out to address,
signalled in the introduction.
Refer back to the question posed in the title and show that it has been
answered.
Give a sense of ‘the ending’.
Point out what the assignment has and has not answered.
Show that the writer has done what she proposed to do.
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Put forward the writer’s point of view in the light of the evidence she has
presented.

Allow the writer to be positive about the ideas in the assignment.

Point the reader forward to a new related idea.

TASK 8.3: Investigating conclusions

Look for some conclusions in your own work or in any reading you are doing.
Check them against the above list. What are these conclusions doing? Do they
work well to sum up for the reader what is the message of the text?

Sometimes conclusions show what the author considers is important,
but you need to have read the whole of the essay to understand this. This is
why students sometimes think that the conclusion is the place where the
writer can express her own opinion. Beware of this idea, however, because
the conclusion still has to follow on from the whole piece of writing. You can’t
spend the whole essay putting two sides of an argument, for example
about capital punishment, and then simply say, ‘Well, what I think is...’. By
this stage you must have built up a case for your point of view, and you will
probably have signalled this in the introduction. Then make sure that you
follow this through in your conclusion.

Is it necessary to draw a final conclusion? Can’t you just stop when you
have finished what you want to say? In some subjects it is absolutely expected
that the writer make a definite conclusion. Sometimes, though, especially
when you are writing a short piece, it is a good idea to stop when you have said
all that you want to say — when you feel you have reached the end of your
argument. You may have signposted your way through the piece so that your
reader does not need a final ‘sum-up’ section. Again, remember to fit your work
to the task. For the writer who writes according to a ‘grand plan’ (see Chapter
6) this approach can work. Beware, however —it can mean that you are treating
a university assignment more like a journalism article (or a novel) where you
can afford to leave things hanging in the air or expect the reader to do more of
the work. In university assignments you tend to need to be very explicit and
spell things out.

TASK 8.4: Writing your conclusions

Look at two titles of assignments that you might be doing. Note down ideas about
what the conclusion could be.
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The point of this exercise is that you think in a forward kind of way about
your ending. When you actually start working on an assignment, try writing
out a provisional conclusion at a very early stage. This will be very helpful in
clarifying your thinking and in giving you a good sense of achievement and
direction.

Reviewing your work: redrafting and editing

We are linking the terms ‘redrafting’ and ‘editing’ in this chapter although in
practice they are usually thought of as rather different activities. It is usually
assumed that redrafting takes place at an earlier stage than editing and that it
may involve a more comprehensive rewrite. A first draft could, for example, be
a piece of non-stop practice writing in which you quickly write as much as you
can of your whole assignment (see Chapter 2). You then rewrite it, and this
may involve a lot of change. One way of thinking about the difference
between redrafting and editing is that redrafting is usually done by the writer
herself when she works towards getting down what she really thinks she wants
to say. This may take place throughout the writing process, especially if you are
using a computer, which makes it very easy to redraft as you write. Certainly
this may be the case if you are the sort of writer who writes in order to find out
what she thinks and where she is with her thinking. Some professional writers
say that they redraft many times before they are satisfied. Editing may be seen
more as a matter of checking over the organization and style of your work,
although you may wish to deal with some content matters at this stage too.
It takes place from the perspective of an outsider, even if this outsider is the
writer herself. Professional academic writers, offering a paper for an academic
journal, have their work read by several ‘referees’ on behalf of the editor. These
readers count as knowledgeable peers and help determine whether or not the
article will be published and, if so, what amendments might be useful. In their
reading they may well send the writer suggestions as to what does not work or
what could do with being changed.

You will see from this that the kind of individualistic approach that very
often applies in student university writing for assessment is not extended to
the world of the experienced academic. We believe (and so, increasingly, do
some tutors) that it is extremely useful and interesting for students to discuss
their work with each other, including their written assignments. You will
remember that we introduced this idea in Chapter 5. You learn both from
having your piece read and from reading and commenting on others’ work. If
you think of handing in your work for assessment as similar to submitting
it for publication - the point when you make it public — you will see how
important the final stage of getting it well presented is, and how getting feed-
back from others can help to improve it. This feedback should be seen as an
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essential part of communicating in writing, yet more often than not it is
neglected by both students and their tutors. If you think of yourself as a pro-
fessional — that being a student is your work for the time being — you will want
to produce as professional a piece of work as possible. This means that you
need to try to read your work before handing it in as if you were an outsider, to
see if it is going to be clear, complete and coherent to the reader. At this stage
you will be editing your work. We go on to give you some suggestions about
ways of checking through your work both on your own and with a ‘critical
friend’ with a view to clarifying it for the reader.

Editing for the reader

It is important to take account of the reader of your work. The main readers of
your assignment will be your tutor and perhaps a ‘second marker’ and an
external examiner. Sometimes students are asked to write ‘as if’ for a specialist
external reader, particularly on professional courses, but even these are usually
simulated, rarely ‘for real’. This means that writing assignments for university
is a strange kind of communication. Although she is your reader, your tutor
does not strictly ‘need’ your work, and usually you can assume that she knows
more about the topic than you do. Sometimes the tutor reads your assignment
just to give you feedback, but usually assignments are written and read in order
to be marked.

This all makes writing for university difficult because it goes against the
usual common-sense view of what communication is all about. However, you
might find it easier if, as we explored in Chapter 6, you think of your assign-
ment as presenting an argument, which depends not so much on the actual
information given in it as the use you make of this information for what you
want to say. If you remember that, however much the tutor knows, she does
not yet quite know the exact way in which you will argue your case, then it
follows that the assignment has to be written so as to be complete — you cannot
expect the tutor to fill in the gaps just because you think she ‘should know’
about what is missing. Students very often find that they have written an
assignment which omitted the very thing that was central in their minds,
perhaps because they know it so well that they assume that the reader knows it
all, too, or perhaps because they know that they are writing for someone who
knows more than they do. However, at the same time, it is also true that you do
not need to tell the reader every little detail about what has become public
knowledge on the course. As we have stressed before, you should not spend
too much space recounting what happened - the point is to make use of this in
developing an argument and to avoid the reader reacting along the lines of,
‘Yes, true, but so what? Why are you telling me this?’
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Reviewing your own work: what are you looking for?

As we have emphasized before, all aspects of writing an assignment can take
place at different points. This is equally true of reviewing it. You will certainly
need to do this at the end of an assignment, but it is likely that you may
well also do it before you reach this final stage. Writing takes place in a spiral
mode where you keep going back almost to the same place. So although
we have said that ‘reviewing’ your work must take place towards the end
of the process, in practice you will probably do it at different stages. Beware of
spending time on a fine-tune edit before you have at least an overview of the
whole piece.

Because it is actually very difficult to see your work from the outside,
we propose that you try to work with a fellow student at this stage. It will
help both of you. Here is a checklist for reviewing your work. Note that this
checklist will be useful for reading someone else’s work as well as reading
your own as an outsider. Try therefore to work with someone else at this stage,
carefully reading each other’s work. It does not matter whether or not you
have written on the same question. The questions are mainly to find out
whether the piece has presented an argument which hangs together around a
central idea.

Editing your work as an ‘outsider’

e Does the piece of work have a central idea? Is this idea apparent for the
reader or do you have to ‘search’ for it? Is it clear enough for you to restate in
a different way?

Does the piece of work raise any questions that it does not answer?

Is there a sense of an ‘argument’ developing?

Do points — both within and beyond paragraphs — seem to follow logically?
Does the whole piece hang together?

Why is a particular bit of information in the piece? What work is it doing for
expressing the ideas of the assignment? (For example, is there too much
‘chronology writing’ at the expense of analysis?)

Can you understand what is written? If not, can you see why? Does the use
of subject terminology seem clear and confident?

Does the introduction seem helpful as a signpost to the whole piece?

Is there a sense of a satisfying ‘ending’?

Does the ending in particular, as well as the piece as a whole, answer the
question that has been set? How do you know? Has the writer referred to the
question clearly and explicitly?
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TASK 8.5: Checking for ‘development of an argument’
in an assignment

Choose an assignment. Take each paragraph in turn (if the paragraphs are short it
might be best to group two or three together) and write down the main point of
eachin a list.

The final list should look like an outline for the whole piece of work. If you
are doing this for yourself it allows you to check your final piece against your
initial plan, to see if you have left anything out or put something in the wrong
place. It might be the initial plan that was wrong not the final piece.

When you are working with a friend it can also be very helpful both for
the one giving and the one receiving feedback to ask for additional comments
on what you are concerned about in the particular piece of work. Below are
some suggestions of the kinds of question that you might like to ask someone
reading your work. Can you add any of your own?

Does this example work?

Is this idea clear to you?

Have I put in too much evidence here?
Do I seem too personal?

Is my English ‘all right’?

Your constructively critical (but possibly ignorant of the subject) reader
could come in with some of her own questions as she reads. In Chapter 5 we
gave an example of a student’s response to another student’s work. You may
now like to look back at this.

Once you have gone through your assignment in these different ways, you
might find that you need to make quite a range of changes which could
include: reordering your work; rewriting the introduction or conclusion to
include mention of what exactly the assignment is about; cutting out some
parts that you have written. Don’t necessarily destroy your edited bits because
they may come in handy later, perhaps for revision or another piece of work.

Reorganizing your work: an example

The following short assignment, set in a sciences foundation course, seemed a
fairly simple task: the title, ‘The structure of the earth’, indicated a description
shape for the writing, and the student assumed that his main job was to
collect, select and organize the information. He used three encyclopaedias.
After he had drafted the piece on a computer, he printed it out and talked it
over with a tutor and together they worked out how it could be organized
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ently to make the sequence clearer. The changes he made are

indicated by numbers on the text:
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The Structure of the Earth

The following essay will give a brief explanation as to the formation of
the earth and its position in our solar syst 'Xt will also give information on

the earth's surface, Crust (outer layer), Mantle (layer below the crust) and Core

{the centre), including measurements and sizes.

The earth is the 3rd largest planet from the sun and the fifth largest in
our solar system. It was formed approximately five billion years ago. It is
|believed to have formed from swirling g¢louds of dust and gases. The inside of the
earth is in constant activity, evidence of this is shown on the surface by way of
earthquakes, volcances, land shifts and subsidence.

o The earth is flatter at the poles, north and south, than at the equator. It
revolves around the sun at 18.5 million miles per second and takes roughly 365
days to complete a circuit. It also spins on its axis at 1000 miles per hour and

\Z

Na.kes about 24 hours to complete a rotation.

The earth's surface covers about 197 million sq. Miles. Of this 140 million
sq. miles is water and 57 sq miles is land - about 30%. It has an equational
circunference of 24, 902 miles , an equatorial radius of 3, 963d miles and a polar
radius of 3, 950 miles. It has a mass of 5.976 x 1027 grams and a means density
of 5.517 grams per cubic cm. {see chart)

The core consists of an outer and inner part. The outer core starts at
about 1800 miles below the crust and is 1400 miles thick. It behaves like a liquid
and consists of molten iron. The innexr core is 860 miles thick and forms the
centre of the earth. Evidence suggests that this inner core consists almost
entirely of extremely dense iron and nickel (Collier 1995 p. 478).

The mantle also consists of inner and outer parts. Combined, the mantle
extends 1800 miles below the crust and surrounds the core. The upper mantle is 600

iles thick and the lower mantle 1200 miles thick. The mantle is composed of dense

Epost!

fnagnesium iron silicates. This in turn forms rocks such as peridotite, dunite, and
eclogite. During natural mountain forming, pieces of crust are pushed down through
to the upper mantle. Due to the heat, this is melted and eventually sent back to
the crust surface via volcanic eruptions, the lava sometimes contains rock
material from the mantle produced by the iron silicates.

The crust is basically the skin of the earth. It only accounts for 5
percent of the earth’s thickness. It comes in two forms continental and oceanic.
The continental crust is rich in silica and alumina minerals. The oceanic crust is
of a silica magnesia composition. Due to the processes of nature some of the

continental crust is becoming oceanic and vice versa. The crust's thinnest points

can be found under the oceans, between three and five miles thick. The oceans form
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roughly two thirds of the earth's surface, of which there are three main sections:
the pacific, the atlantic and the indian. The continents form the other third of
the earth's surface and are divided into seven parts. Most of these continents are
found in the northern hemisphere.

In fact there is still a great deal to learn about the earth's formation
and its compositions. Technology has not yet been developed to explore the earth’s
core. At present we have only been able to examine the outer part of the mantle.
Also, because we know very little about the earth's beginning, we cannot get any
pointers as to the exact materials that made the planet what it is today. This is
in total contrast to what we know about the earth surface. This is obviously

because we are in contact with the earth's surface daily.

He decided to omit the first sentence because it suggested that the essay
was about the formation and position of the earth (1). This was background
but not central information. The central point of the essay was the earth’s
structure. However, he kept the following paragraph (3) as background and
context. He turned the second sentence into an introductory sentence and
added mention of the surface (2). He decided to omit the third paragraph as
irrelevant for his topic (4). Then he rearranged the rest of his information
about each part of the earth that he was discussing to put it in the same order
as in his introduction: the earth’s crust (6) comes after the surface (5), then the
earth’s mantle (7) and finally the core (8). This is a logical progression from
the earth’s surface inwards.

As a result of his reorganization the student can now finish his assignment
with a conclusion to sum up what is still unknown, and here he makes a
general contrast between knowledge about the earth’s surface and the rest
of its structure, bringing together the different parts of his piece neatly to
make his general point about why this is so: ‘We are in contact with the earth’s
surface daily’.

Although the above example is obviously a very simple and short piece of
written work —in fact it was an introductory course assignment — it should help
you to see how you can move things about to change the emphasis of ideas
in your writing. We hope that overall this chapter has made you think about
both the different ways in which you can approach editing and redrafting your
work and the flexibility available to you as a writer when using introductions
and conclusions.




REORGANIZING YOUR WORK: AN EXAMPLE 123

Notes

O

Notice if you are repeating yourself, but bear in mind that repetition is some-
times necessary in order to remind the reader of something you have said
before.

Consider writing the introduction after you have completed the rest of the
essay.

Don't be afraid to cut when you are reviewing your work. You can keep these
cuts to use later.

Think carefully about the particular work your introduction and conclusion
are doing.

Ask someone else to read your work at the editing stage.

Try to leave at least 24 hours between completing and reviewing your
assignment.




Completing the assignment
and preparing for next time

4D The feedback on my essay says that | have problems with my grammar
and punctuation. What does that mean?

Your writing is incoherent. | cannot follow your argument.

There seems to be no linkage between your ideas.

Grammar and punctuation

Until now we have not made a specific point of talking about grammar and
punctuation in your written work. In our experience academic staff sometimes
focus too much on these particular concepts when they are talking about
problems with writing, and students themselves often panic about their own
feelings of insecurity in this area and lack confidence writing in formal written
English styles. Consequently, we have waited until towards the end of the
book to start talking about checking your work for grammatical difficulties and
misleading punctuation. We hope that, if you have worked through the book,
by this stage you will feel more confident about yourself as a university writer
and are less likely to see that the problems you have with writing are primarily
concerned with grammar and punctuation.

You may remember that in Chapter 1 we asked you to think about
your own linguistic history and the dialects and language varieties that you
had been more used to using before embarking upon university studies.
This implicit knowledge about language is what you draw on when you are
deciding how to write. Although you may think that you do not know about
the rules of grammar, everybody who speaks or writes a language intuitively
knows the rules of grammar of that language. You may in fact speak a number
of different languages or dialects in addition to the formal English styles that
you are most likely to use for your writing for university. In this case you will
be a competent user of a number of different grammars. What you may not
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know is how to describe the rules of these grammars explicitly, using the
specific words that linguists and others use to describe the constituent parts
of a sentence. What we hope to do in this section is to draw on your intuitive
grammatical knowledge to help you to check your own work.

Techniques for working on your writing

We are going to concentrate on examining four key concepts from language
studies to help you work on your own writing: cohesion; punctuation;
reference; and coherence. Note that ‘reference’ in this context is not the same
as ‘referencing sources’.

Cohesion

Cohesion is concerned with the way in which parts of written texts fit together
to make a whole rather than a series of disconnected bits. This is particularly
important when you are writing an assignment, and you need to pay attention
to the connecting devices that you use. These devices connect the ideas in one
sentence to the previous sentence and to the following sentence. They also
connect the smaller parts of the sentence together, the phrases and clauses. In
the same way, they connect paragraphs to each other. The connecting devices
help to carry your argument along and lend structure to your writing so that the
reader finds it easier to understand. Connecting devices link all the different
parts of your writing together so that it makes sense, not just to you but to any-
body who is going to read your assignment. When you use connecting devices
you will be relying on your intuitive knowledge of grammar in knowing which
words fit together and in what kind of order, so that everything makes sense.
Reading aloud gives you a sense of how well the connections are working.

You can think about cohesion in your writing at different levels, in terms
of connections between topics; themes; words and phrases, as in the examples
below:

Connecting topics

| give presentations from mind maps and sometimes hand them out. They’re
more visually exciting than linear notes.

(The writer connects mind maps + linear notes)

There are examples of societies whose violence is based on social ties and others
where violent warfare is seen as a stabilizing force on the community. Even
apparently peaceful groups such as the Buid or Inuit Eskimos experience some
levels of violence in their close communities.

(The writer connects violence in society + peaceful groups)




126 COMPLETING THE ASSIGNMENT AND PREPARING FOR NEXT TIME

Connecting themes

In the extract from the student essay in Chapter 5, notice the three themes of the
paragraphs:

e theories of child language acquisition;
e areas of evidence;
e theoretical perspectives.

Connecting words and phrases

Then
However
Despite
Consequently
Nevertheless
Therefore

Yet

Although
Because

Since

Firstly, secondly
In contrast

In addition

An example of
Similarly
Clearly

But

And

As a result

TASK 9.1: Checking for cohesion

Take a piece of your own written work. Read the text aloud. Pause at the end
of each sentence. Ask yourself the following questions:

*  Does the sentence make complete sense?
e Doesiit relate to the sentence which went before? How?
e Does it relate to the sentence which follows? How?

Are too many ideas embedded in one sentence?
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How are the paragraphs related to each other?
Does each paragraph introduce a new theme?
How are new ideas introduced?

Do they relate to other parts of the text?

Look out for the connecting devices listed above.

Punctuation

When we speak we can help the listener to understand through the use
of gestures, facial expressions and body language. We can also use pauses,
hesitations and repetitions to add to the force of what we are saying and to
make sure that the listener has understood what we are trying to com-
municate. When we are writing we have to use different mechanisms to do
the same work. This is where punctuation comes in. It allows us to divide up
our ideas into manageable chunks so that the reader understands what we
are trying to say. There are many different rules and conventions regarding
punctuation, but even following these norms you still have flexibility in the
use of a variety of punctuation marks. Many students feel anxious about the
use of punctuation in their writing. If you feel this way, it may help to consider
punctuation as an aid to enable you, as the writer, to make your writing as clear
as possible.

It may seem strange to think about punctuation as a cohesive device when
on the surface it looks as if punctuation breaks your writing up. By breaking
up the writing into chunks and creating different weighting of importance for
the parts of your writing, punctuation actually makes connections so that the
writing begins to take on an overall structure. Punctuation relies on certain
conventions, but it is often very difficult to describe the rules that are used.
What we attempt to do here is to talk about the most common forms of
punctuation that students have difficulties with and the ones that will be
most useful to practise using in your assignment writing. It is important to
remember that effective use of different forms of punctuation is an asset. It
should be a help rather than a hindrance with your writing. The most useful
starting point is to pay attention to the ways in which the authors that you
read use punctuation in their writing.

The most commonly used punctuation marks which students have
difficulties with are full stops, commas, colons, semicolons and apostrophes.
We suggest that you read through the examples below to see if you know how
to incorporate these into your own work. Then you can complete Task 9.2 at
the end of this section which is designed to help you identify the different uses
of these punctuation marks.
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Full stops

Full stops signal the end of a sentence. They indicate that the writer has
completed one complete thought or idea. A full stop can come at the end of a
simple or a complex sentence:

Emily finished her book.

She did not want to begin the piece of work until she had finished
reading her book.

Normally, Emily liked to begin writing before she had actually fin-
ished her research, but on this occasion she wanted to be sure that
first she completely understood what she had been reading.

Although these example sentences differ in their complexity, they all con-
tain a complete thought on the part of the writer. The best way that you
can make sure that you are writing in complete sentences and using full
stops correctly is to read your work aloud. This will help you to decide if it
makes sense.

Commas

Using commas effectively can be quite difficult. Students often feel confused
about where to put commas in their writing. One of the reasons for this is that
conventions for their use vary depending on the writer and the context. If
you are beginning to write for a new subject you may find it easier if you use
shorter sentences to begin with. This can make it easier to order your ideas
and therefore to use commas more effectively. The following sentences give
some examples of the situations in which you will find yourself needing to use
commas:

The strange, disturbing, eerie silence was interrupted by a ghostly
scream.

The author, who writes about the changing perceptions of childhood
in the early twentieth century, gives numerous examples to illustrate
her theoretical position.

However, in practice many students do find writing assignments a
difficult and daunting process, but gradually they begin to develop
their own identity as writers and this gives them an increasing sense
of satisfaction.
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In the first example, the commas are used to separate similar words
(adjectives) which are used to describe another word (a noun). When we write
a list of adjectives in front of a noun we use commas to separate the adjectives.
It is not usual to put a comma between the final adjective and the word that it
is describing.

In the second example, the words between the commas add meaning to
the rest of the sentence. Using commas in this way enables the writer to use
additional material in the same sentence and to elaborate on her original
thought.

In the third example, the first word is followed by a comma because
it stands alone as a form of introduction to the new sentence. In fact, in a
grammatical sense it is making a connection to the sentence which went
before and creating cohesion in the text. It is common to put a comma after
words used in this way.

If you read a piece of writing aloud you will begin to hear that certain
words are connected to one another. These linkages enable us to make sense
of what we hear and what we read. As with all punctuation the purpose of
commas is to help the reader separate the text into readable chunks, and if
you insert punctuation marks in inappropriate places then this makes it more
difficult for the reader to make sense of what you are writing. You may
inadvertently separate words which need to be connected to make sense of the

text. This is why the process of reading your own work aloud is so valuable.

Semicolons

Semicolons have two common uses. Firstly, they are used to separate items in a
list after a colon (see the section below on the colon). Secondly, they can
indicate a particular kind of relationship and connection between two parts of
a sentence. They are useful to use when the second part of the sentence is still
integrally related to the first; in such a case the use of a full stop would appear
too final. At the same time, if you use a semicolon you are indicating a more
important break within a sentence than you would if you just used a comma.
A semicolon can also be used instead of ‘and’ when you are connecting two
parts of a sentence:

It was snowing rather heavily; the girl pulled her coat tightly around
her to keep out the cold.

Long sentences tend to cause the most problems with punctuation, as in the
following:

In long sentences a number of different aspects of one idea can be
expressed, and these can give the writer the opportunity to elaborate
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upon what it is that she wants to say; if the writer begins to lose the
thread that she started out with at the beginning of the sentence, then
punctuation can help to create a kind of order.

The sentence above is 62 words long and the writer has just about got away
with keeping the sense of what she is trying to say. In this case the use of
the comma and semicolon are useful aids to helping the reader along.
Alternatively, the writer could have chosen to express her ideas in two shorter
sentences. One problem with consistently using shorter sentences is that you
may find this a limitation if you are trying to express more complex ideas.

Colons

Traditionally, the colon is used within a sentence when the second part of the
sentence expands upon the first:

In practice, the use of colons is less common than it used to be: in
many instances the semicolon or the full stop are used where in the
past writers would have been more likely to use a colon.

Another use of the colon is to introduce a list and the items in the list are then
separated by semicolons:

Emily liked to get everything that she needed together before she
started reading and taking notes: paper; a pencil; different coloured
pens; highlighters; sticky notes.

Colons are also used to introduce a separate part of a text such as a short quote.
You will find examples of this usage throughout this book.

Apostrophes

Many students feel confused about the use of apostrophes and play safe
in their writing by leaving them out. Although the meaning is unlikely to be
lost if you do not know how to use apostrophes, as with other forms of
punctuation they do have a purpose and do help the reader to make sense of
your writing. Consequently, it is worth spending a few minutes making sure
that you know how to use apostrophes in your own writing. Again, look out
for how they are used in the books and articles that you read.

One of the most common confusions that students experience with
apostrophes is the distinction between its and it’s. This causes a lot of
difficulties for students because the two forms look so similar but actually have
completely different meanings.




TECHNIQUES FOR WORKING ON YOUR WRITING 131

It’s is a contraction (a shortened version) of ‘it is’. Instead of writing ‘it is’
in full the ‘i’ of ‘is’ is omitted and an apostrophe used in its place. Contractions
are common in English and replace parts of the verbs ‘to be’ and ‘to have’
which have been omitted:

there’s (there is, there has)
they’re (they are)

we’re (We are)

they’ve (they have)

In contrast, its (without an apostrophe) denotes ownership or possession.
The bird went into its nest.
Everything has its rightful place.

What can seem confusing is the fact that with other words ending in ‘s’ we
often use an apostrophe to indicate possession (bird’s nest). The apostrophe
in this case is being used instead of saying ‘the nest of the bird’; it is a kind
of shorthand. The apostrophe placed before the final ‘s’ is the singular
possessive form (bird’s nest) and the apostrophe placed after the ‘s’ is the plural
possessive form (birds’ nests).

As you write your assignments you will probably find that the same
words occur repeatedly which you find confusing with regard to the use of
the apostrophe. Look out for words that you frequently find yourself having
difficulties with, such as these:

child’s

children’s

women's

men’s

proper names (Elizabeth'’s)
theirs

Also remember to look out for the situations when you do not use an
apostrophe, when nouns are being used in their plural form:

Nowadays girls seem to be more successful than boys at every level of
the education system. There is also some evidence that male students
are falling behind their female counterparts in higher education
and more women than men are now becoming doctors and lawyers.
In many different situations men seem to be experiencing a change in
their traditional roles.
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TASK 9.2: Looking at punctuation

Take a page of a book or article that you are reading for your studies at the
moment. Identify the punctuation marks listed above.

e Why do you think the author used this form of punctuation?

e How would the text have read if some of the punctuation marks were changed
or left out altogether?
Now look at a page of your own writing. How have you used punctuation
marks? Have you used similar conventions?

Reference

Reference is concerned with the ways in which different parts of the text
refer to one another. When we are writing we often substitute different words
and phrases when we talk about the same subject or topic again. This is how
we create a sense of reference in the text. One of the more common ways of
doing this is to substitute pronouns such as, ‘she’, ‘he’, ‘it’ for the person or
thing previously mentioned by name. A simple example would be ‘Pat is
coming but she will be late’. The concept of reference is in a sense what
makes written texts more interesting. Instead of saying the same thing again
and adding to it, we use many different forms of reference to talk about and
extend topics that have already been mentioned. The idea of reference also
depends upon an implicit understanding of the writer that the reader has
some knowledge of what the writer is saying. Writers rely upon all sorts of
assumptions concerning the reader’s knowledge about their writing. This
enables writers to avoid repetition and leave out what may seem like irrelevant
information. When you are checking your work you need to pay attention to
the words which carry this sense of reference and hold the different parts
of your writing together. You will need to think about the words that refer
backwards and forwards within the text. Look out for words used as substitutes
for other words. Do they make sense and actually refer to the person or thing
that you the writer intend? It is very easy to end up writing so that words such
as these can have an ambiguous meaning. When reference words are used to
substitute for words or phrases that you have already used in the text, you need
to check that they do in fact refer in the way that you, the writer, intended. The
following list indicates words that are commonly used to make reference to
other parts of the text:

its
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TASK 9.3: Checking connections and reference

Look at the extract from the student essay below. Can you pick out any connecting
devices, words, topic and themes? Can you pick out any referring words? Do the
same exercise on a piece of your own work.

Many arguments have been put forward suggesting that violence is an
innate quality in human beings: a state of nature which cannot be
avoided. Sahlins argued that violence occurs in an absence of the state
to which the tribe was seen as a forerunner (Harrison 1989). In contrast,
he made parallels between a state of nature and war which depended on
a lack of social ties and others where violent warfare is seen as a stabilizing
force on the community. However, there is evidence to suggest that
this hypothesis is inaccurate. There are examples of societies whose vio-
lence is based on social ties and others where violent warfare is seen as a
stabilizing force on the community. Even apparently peaceful groups
such as the Buid or Inuit Eskimos experience some levels of violence in
their close communities. Before any discussion of the topic it is important
to realize that violence and aggression are Western concepts and in
other cultures things that we may perceive as violent can be justified
as acceptable, necessary or the work of spiritual powers. In contrast,
other societies may see unacceptable levels of violence and aggression in
activities that we see as part of everyday life.

Coherence

Coherence is really concerned with the overall sense of your written text.
Having read aloud and checked the sense of individual words and sentences as
you go, you need to find out if the whole assignment is coherent and has a
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clear structure which your reader will be able to recognize as she reads through
your work. Probably if you are not sure what to put in and what to leave out
it is best to err on the safe side and put in the information that you feel
is necessary to make the text coherent. Cohesion and reference are both
elements of creating a coherent text. When you write you will unconsciously
take account of all the different concepts that we have tried to unpack in
this chapter so far. Your own intuitive knowledge of grammar and the way in
which sentences work and are structured will help you realize when things are
not making sense. You may need to rewrite some parts of your assignment
to make sure that it is more coherent. You may move parts around or change
the organization of the paragraphs. The way in which your final piece of work
is divided into paragraphs will depend upon the subject matter which you are
dealing with in your assignment. In general, as you move on to a completely
new topic or new theme of a topic you will start a new paragraph. Paragraphs
which are very short can be rather disjointed to read. Those which are very
long can lose the reader in a sea of different ideas. Paragraphs are there to break
the text up into manageable chunks for both reader and writer. You may find
that headings help as signposts for both you and the reader and can help to
make the text coherent. You can check with your tutor if she likes the use
of headings in written assignments. Again our advice is to pay attention to
the things that you are reading. This will help you when you come to create
the structure of your own writing.

TASK 9.4: Working on your finished assignment

Take your own finished assignment. Read it through aloud, paying attention to the
issues that we have covered in this section: cohesion; reference; coherence.

e Does the finished piece of writing make sense?

®  Are there any parts that you feel unsure about?

e Do you need to do any rewriting or final editing before handing in the finished
piece?

Handing in your assignment

We have now come to the end of the process of writing your assignment. This
will be the point when you will present your assignment to your tutor —
and when it is no longer yours. You hand it over and are ready to get on with
the next piece of work. At this point you have to accept that you have done the
best you can in the time and with the resources available to you. You might
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bear in mind a piece of advice an artist once gave his pupil: ‘Remember that
the worst paintings of all are the ones you never paint’. It is not in fact quite
the end of the matter — you will get some kind of feedback, and in the final part
of this chapter we will be making suggestions about how to use that feedback.
In some cases, depending on the practices in your university, you may not get
your original piece of work back. For this reason and also because it has been
known for students’ work to get lost in the system, do keep a spare copy; it is
worth the expense of extra printing or photocopying. You will need it for your
own records, and you may also want to use your assignment for revising
for exams later on. If you have put a lot of work into an assignment, finally
handing it in can be rather a strange feeling. You may feel that you could have
done better, or that you can’t tell how it will be judged by your tutor. The fact
that you are doing an assignment which will be graded affects your feelings
about your work considerably. You may realize at this stage that what your
tutor will say about the work will only partly depend on how much work you
have put into the piece. Students vary enormously in the amount of time and
effort they put into a piece of work and you may find that some assignments
are done relatively quickly, while others take an unexpectedly long time to
complete. We hope that this book has helped you to make best use of the time
you spend in preparing an assignment by thinking about different parts of the
process and by helping you to understand what is involved for you in writing.
However, in the end how much time you spend on it will depend on many
different factors which you will need to work out for yourself as you gain
experience of writing assignments.

Learning from feedback: grades and tutors’ comments

You will get some kind of feedback on your work from your tutor, although
how much and in what form will vary enormously. In some cases you will
just get a grade or a percentage mark. This is most likely to be the case when
your writing has been done at the end of a course or a unit. The grade may
feel like the most important kind of feedback you could get: it gives you a
point of comparison with other students and it tells you if you have passed
this stage. It validates you as a student. It can also cause you disappointment
if you thought you deserved better, especially if you have put a lot of work into
the assignment.

What do grades mean? Firstly, it is important to know that there is no
complete agreement in grading written assignments. It is not just a matter
of counting points. Different tutors can mark differently and the same tutor
may mark differently at different times. Having a second marker helps to
ensure some consistency, but tutors will give their own emphasis to the dif-
ferent elements of a written assignment. Secondly, grading is about some
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external university standard and unfortunately does not usually take your own
progress into account. Try, therefore not to get too caught up in your grades if
you are in your first year since these are most unlikely to count towards your
final results. You may need to pass to ensure that you can proceed to the next
stage of the course, but this is all for now. If you are not too concerned you will
be more likely to feel free to experiment with new ways of working, develop
your own style and methods, and tackle more demanding assignments.
Although you may be disappointed to receive a lower grade than you hoped
for a piece of work, in the long run a low grade may be more beneficial to you.
It may make you stop and think and read the feedback to see what your tutor
has to say about what went wrong. It may also mean that you take the time to
go and see your tutor and ask her advice on what to do next time. With a high
grade you may be tempted to forget to look at the feedback altogether, but it is
important that you pay attention to the feedback even if you have done really
well. Your tutor’s feedback should still be able to help you next time.

There may be a statement on your course about what the different grades
mean, although it is not always easy to apply such information. Almost always
you will find that the higher grades are given for analysis, relevance to the
question and the ability to think critically, whereas low pass grades are given
for being descriptive, and for just giving information without selection,
organization or argument.

Using written feedback

If your assignment is returned to you, it is a very good idea to review your work
at that point. You may not feel like doing this because it now feels as if it is
all in the past, but it is a good way to develop and build on what you have
done. If you have not managed to talk with a fellow student before, try to do so
now. Read each other’s assignments and compare and discuss any comments
you have received. This is also useful because it is not always easy to know
what a tutor means. In order to understand written comments you often
already have to have a feel for the conventions of the subject or of academic
writing more generally. So talking this over with other students will help. It
can also be difficult to know what to do with the comments you receive. Some
tutors can find it difficult to understand the problems that students have with
writing, so that their advice is sometimes well intentioned but difficult to put
into practice. Again, discuss this with another student or with your tutor.

Talking with a tutor

On some courses tutors offer tutorials to discuss students’ assignments. It is up
to you to make good use of these - for instance, by rereading your assignment
before you see the tutor and by identifying any feedback or issue that you
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would like to have your tutor’s opinion on. Tutors conduct these tutorials in
their own way, but they too will find it easier if you are prepared and know
what you want from them. Some tutors offer sessions, either individually
or in groups, on assignment drafts and outlines, which are more obviously
developmental for your writing. It is really important to make good use of
talking with your tutor even though you may now have moved on to other
work. Tutors are your best source of expertise on writing in their subject area.

Understanding tutors’ written comments

The written feedback on your assignment should help you to understand why
you got a particular grade and also help you to do better next time. Tutors vary
enormously in how much feedback they give students, and written feedback
can be quite individual. Increasingly courses use ‘feedback sheets’, pro-formas
with headings, to break down how you have done into different categories. If
your course does not use one of these then you need to attend carefully to the
comments in the margin and at the end of the piece of work.
The following are examples of tutors’ comments:

You need to develop an argument.

This essay lacks structure.

I need a clear introduction telling me where you are going.
I cannot see your reading.

Could you clarify this point.

More analysis of this point is necessary.

Comments like these will probably seem familiar to you, but the question is
how you actually make sense of them and use them in your next piece of
written work. As we have said, it is important to pay attention to the feedback
and not just to the grade that you have got for your assignment. The feed-
back should help to point you in the direction of what went wrong (and, of
course, right) in this assignment and how you can build on what you have
learnt for next time. The way in which you can use feedback depends a little on
how your course is structured. If you are following a modular course in which
all your writing is assessed, then you may find that you do not get back your
written work, and hence your feedback, until you have finished the module.
In this case it can be more difficult for you to put your feedback to good use for
the next piece of writing. In general, assignments should be returned during
the duration of a particular course, so that you are in a position to draw on
feedback for next time.

The feedback that you get is likely to deal with both the content of the
assignment and the way in which you have written this content: broadly
speaking, comments referring to ‘argument’, ‘structure’, ‘clarity’, ‘analysis’ and
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‘meaning’ would be part of the latter. The content comments will tend to be
more specific to the piece of writing and less generalizable to other pieces of
written work. If you are interested in learning for next time, then you need to
concentrate on those comments which deal with the ways in which you have
written your central idea and argument and put your themes together. These
comments should give you some clues to writing further assignments. If you
do not understand the feedback comments, then you should make every
effort to follow this up and ask the tutor concerned. Tutors tend to use their
own shorthand and have their own personal preferences for how you should
be writing. Comments such as those below may be well meaning but are very
difficult to unpack if you want to make use of them:

Meaning?

Replace this.
Clarify this point.
Evaluate.

Can you say more?

We cannot really stress enough how essential it is that you ask if you don't
understand. Another useful strategy, as we have already suggested, is to com-
pare your feedback with that of other students. This can be a helpful way of
understanding how the tutor wanted the question to be answered.

TASK 9.5: Learning from feedback

Look at the feedback that you have received on one of your assignments. Try to
identify the comments that deal with content and those that deal with general
ideas. Which comments would help you for next time?

You will remember that in Chapter 3 we talked about writing for different
disciplines; you will probably find that the kinds of feedback and the emphasis
given to particular areas vary between your courses. Feedback from one course
may not help you if your next piece of writing is in a different subject area. If
possible, discuss this with the tutor or lecturer teaching your new course before
you begin your written work. You need to establish if there are any criteria
for writing which are specific to the new course and which you may not have
come across before in your previous studies. Increasingly students are given
guidelines for writing assignments and ‘criteria’ statements as to what would
make the assignment effective. Again if you are able to follow these it should
help you to get a good mark. However, this is not always as easy as it might
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seem, because such ‘advice’ can seem too prescriptive and not sufficiently in
line with what you are trying to do to be useful. All the same, take good note
of such guidance and use it as you can. If there are no such guidelines and
you are embarking on a new course in an unfamiliar subject area, then, as we
have said, it is probably worth asking your tutor what she will be looking for in
your written work, so that you have some idea of what to attend to when you
are writing.

Notes

O Pay attention to the ways in which the authors that you read use punctuation
in their writing.
Ask a friend to read your work and check that it all makes sense.

Read aloud in order to check your grammar and punctuation for the ways in
which they affect the meaning.

Make every effort to ask your tutor if you don’t understand the feedback.

Try to use something from your feedback to help you improve your next piece
of writing.




Exploring different kinds
of writing

—D I have never written a report before.

I never really know who | am writing for.

I never know how to reference something I've got from the web.

Up to this point we have been talking mostly about essay writing. This is
because essays still tend to be the most common kind of assignments that
students are set in higher education. It is also the type of writing that students
seem to find particularly difficult and ask the most questions about. However,
as we have said already, essays are not the only kind of writing that you will
come across during your studies. In this chapter we will try to help you to
recognize and address the different kinds of writing that you will be doing,
including some of the newer kinds that are associated with using the web, such
as e-mail and computer conferencing.

The variety of writing that you will do at university depends very much on
your course of study. In the past, when students undertook ‘traditional’
degrees, they often followed a single subject of study — for example, psychology.
This meant that they were able to build upon the writing they did in their first
year and perfect this during their second and third years as an undergraduate.
It was also the case that many students, particularly in the social sciences and
humanities, only ever wrote essays. They never had to do any other types of
writing, such as report writing. However, in many modern ‘modular’ courses
you may find yourself taking interdisciplinary modules which draw on a
range of disciplinary perspectives from both the natural and social sciences,
as well as from the humanities. In these circumstances it is much more difficult
to work out what is required for your written work. Alternatively, you may
be one of the increasing numbers of students now following vocational and
professional courses — for example, nursing, business studies, tourism and
leisure. If so, you are probably less likely to find yourself writing traditional
essays for assessment.
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So to summarize, there are a number of reasons why you might find your-
self being asked to do different types of writing:

Modular degree structures involving courses not necessarily building
one upon the other.

Interdisciplinary modules (e.g. childhood studies, sports sciences).
Increasing opportunities for professional and vocational courses.

The use of different kinds of assessment from the traditional essay
(e.g. report writing, summaries, project reports).

TASK 10.1: Different subjects and different writing

Think about the kind of degree you are taking:

e Isita single-subject degree?

* Do you study modules in more than one subject?

e Is it an interdisciplinary degree in which the things you study come from a
number of different disciplines?
Is it primarily a vocational degree which prepares you for a particular
career?
Do you have to do different kinds of writing in the courses that make up your
degree?
Make a list of the kinds of writing you have to do for your studies.

You will remember that right at the beginning of this book we said that
writing and learning are not inseparable. This is why we are asking you to
think about the kind of subjects and courses you are studying, and which
disciplines or professions are most influential within them. You might also
remember us saying that different disciplines can be seen as different ways of
viewing the world. Sometimes we talk about a ‘disciplinary lens’, meaning that
a discipline looks at the world in particular ways. The same can be said for
professions; both disciplines and professions have their own ways of talking
about and understanding the world. Part of the way in which academics and
professionals view the world is represented by the way in which they write. As
a student, nobody will be expecting you to write like an experienced academic
or a well-qualified professional, but they will be expecting you to take some
account of what particular types of writing in that discipline or profession look
like. This is why you are likely to find yourself being asked to do different types
of writing as you move between and across courses and disciplines. Becoming
familiar with a new subject area means getting to grips with the ways in which
people write in that area, and in a small way this is what you are being asked to
do as a student.
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In order to help you think about the writing you will have to do, we
concentrate in this chapter on different types of writing. We begin with a case
study of one undergraduate student and look at some of the different kinds
of writing that she found herself having to do for assessment. This is a very
specific example of one student who was studying for a degree in anthro-
pology and archaeology, but it has relevance for other courses which expect
a variety of writing. Although on the face of it this student was only studying
two courses, you will see that the kinds of writing that she was doing were in
fact very different from each other. We illustrate this with some extracts from
her coursework. We suggest that you read through the examples and use these
as a basis for thinking about the writing you have to do for your courses.

Case study: one student’s experience

Example 1: A practical report

Archaelogy of early societies: a practical report

What the student said about this:

I’d never written anything like this archaeological report before I came to
university, so I just had to try and make some sort of judgement about what
was needed and follow that track. My tutor had some examples of past
reports he showed us, and also we all discussed it together on our course.
With this kind of report they always ask us to answer particular questions,
and so I sort of got a feel for what they were wanting by looking at the kinds
of questions that were being asked. We also did some preparation in class
first, and the ways that people were talking gave me some ideas about how
to write it out. These reports always ask questions and want direct, short
answers. I found that difficult to do. It was also the first time I had had to
put in diagrams and tables.

Extract from Archaelogy of early societies: a practical report

Stratigraphic and sedimentological reinterpretation of Buckfastleigh
Cave, South Devon.

Q1. What is the true stratigraphic sequence? i.e. Which is the oldest
deposit, which the youngest and in what order did the deposits in
between accumulate? Furthermore, was the deposition of sediment
continuous or can major breaks (unconformities) in deposition be
observed?

In order to understand the stratigraphic sequence we need to under-
stand the law of superimposition which basically maintains that, in
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stratigraphy, the deposit lying on top will be younger than the one
underneath, as deposits are laid down over time, one on top of the other.
Although there are circumstances where this is not the case, the vast
majority of the time this law does apply.

In order to record the stratigraphic information in a coherent manner
we use a Harris matrix which shows the relationship between each layer.
Here is the Harris matrix for Buckfastleigh Cave:

[3] 4]
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So we can see that the most recent unit was either unit 3 or unit 4 but as
they are not directly related to each other we put them on the same level.
Unit 1 is the next most recent unit so it comes beneath units 3 and 4. The
matrix continues according to these rules.

The deposition of the different layers would not have been con-
tinuous. Different layers were laid down in different ways, some over
a long period of time and others much more quickly. The sharp
breaks between the different strata suggest a sharp change rather than a
continuous deposition.

Comment

This is a very particular kind of report which seems to be specifically designed
for assessment, with its question and answer format. Later in this chapter we
will be looking at other kinds of report writing, which are more similar to
professional reports. Notice the way in which this student has to make use
of both writing and a diagram (the Harris matrix) together. The written and
visual parts of the text are both important in this report format.

Example 2: A collaborative writing project

Boards of resistance: skater-space and the spectacle of a subculture in Bristo Square

What the student said about this:

Three of us did this project together. We took lots of photos because this
helped us to visualize the space that we were writing about. We all found the
collaborative writing difficult because we really wanted it to have one voice.
Because there were three of us writing this we found it difficult to make it
coherent. When you are writing on your own it’s much easier to have a direct
angle on something than when you are writing together. On the other hand,
although it is difficult writing with lots of people it does help you think about
things in other ways because everyone approaches things differently.

Extract from Boards of resistance: skater-space and the spectacle of a subculture
in Bristo Square

The space

We chose to study Bristo Square because of the large numbers of
skateboarders that practise there. Bristo Square is the only place where
skaters (and likewise rollerbladers and bikers) can practise freely in
central Edinburgh. The nearest skatepark is in Livingston, but in the
past 20 years Bristo Square has become the focus of skateboarding
activity and social interaction in the city.
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Fig. 1 An aerial view of Bristo Square taken from the north-east

The square is located in the centre of Edinburgh within the university
complex. It comprises of a slightly sloping paved area of approxi-
mately 20 metres square surrounded by wide ascending steps creating
an arena effect. There are five entrances to the square, but apart from
this it is a relatively enclosed space. In the south-west corner of the
square stands a monument (see Fig. 1).

The square is primarily used by young males, whose ages range from 8
to 25 years (although the majority fall into the 13-18 age range).
These boys use the square for the recreational activities of skateboard-
ing, biking (on BMX bikes) and rollerblading. The skateboarders are
by far the largest group using the square and as such they dominate
the space. The square is also used by the wider public, in particular
students, who sit on the steps at the sides, often whilst eating lunch.
Pedestrians regularly cross through the square. A number of teenage
girls also frequent the square, often to watch the boys, although a
small number do participate in the activities of skateboarding and
rollerblading.

Comment

Although the students wrote this project together one cannot detect their
different voices. One interesting thing is the way in which they have used a
photograph to do some of the work that a written text normally does. This is
something that we are unlikely to find in a traditional essay. Although there is
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some description of the square and its occupants in the text, the picture does a
lot of the work for the reader, so that the students do not have to rely solely on
their descriptive powers.

Example 3: A review of an article

The transition between hunting and gathering and the specialized husbandry of
resources: a socio-ecological approach (Layton et al. 1991)

What the student said about this:

When I did this review of an article I found that I partly summarized it and
partly analysed it. I tried to put in what I thought were the important things
that the authors were saying. It felt different from an essay because I didn’t
feel that I was trying to develop an argument.

Extract from The transition between hunting and gathering and the specialised
husbandry of resources: a socio-ecological approach — Robert Layton, Robert
Foley and Elizabeth Williams

In this article evidence is put forward to show that there is not a
uni-linear evolutionary transition from hunting and gathering to
intensive husbandry, but that these are simply examples of different
subsistence strategies chosen by people to offer them the most pro-
ductive way of life. The authors emphasize the point that population
growth is not a cause of intensive husbandry, but a consequence.
These main ideas are illustrated through looking at a variety of
alternative subsistence strategies which can be found in the present
ethnographic record. They examine not only the ‘classic’ hunter-
gatherer society, but also the ‘grey areas’ of subsistence strategies, more
specifically cases of symbiosis, mixed economies and reversion. The
cases of reversion in particular are intended to challenge evolutionary
preconceptions. Layton et al. also want to provide alternatives to the
traditional reasons for transitions to agriculture (particularly in the
Near East). They suggest that technology, climate, natural genetic
changes in plants and animals and socioeconomic change are
important factors, unlike population pressure which they criticize as a
model. However, there are certain problems with their arguments.
The case made for technology is the weakest as the ethnographic
examples cited are examples of introduction rather than innovation
and so have limited relevance to transition to intensive husbandry in
the Middle East. They argue that the key issue is socioeconomic; if a
society is not in the right frame of mind, agriculture will not occur
despite all other factors.
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Comment

The student starts off by summarizing the main arguments put forward by the
authors. She then goes on to challenge some of these ideas. In her interview
about this piece of work she described it as analysis rather than the develop-
ment of her own argument, as she would be doing in an essay.

Example 4: A tutorial presentation

What the student said about this:

When I have to give a tutorial presentation I always write it up beforehand.
I'wrote this in a very different way from other things I have to write. I tried to
write it as if I was explaining something to people who knew nothing. With
an essay I might say something in one or two sentences. But with a tutorial
presentation you have to explain things a lot more and the same comes
when you write it up so that you can hand it in. I tend to use the same
explanation in the writing up as I do when I give the presentation. When
writing an essay you assume a certain amount of knowledge from the person
reading it but I would not do this for a tutorial presentation.

Extract from ancient history tutorial presentation

In the course of his speech Pericles/Thucydides highlights the attrib-
utes of the Athenian way of life. He explains to his audience why
Athens is such a great state and demonstrates this greatness through
examples of the system of government and contrasts it with Sparta.
He also praises the dead for their bravery and glory that they have
won in the manner of their death, comforting the parents with the
pride that they can have in this. The main part of the speech is an act
of self-adulation in which the Athenian system of government is
praised and described as:

* unique in the ancient world;
e amodel for other states;
reliant on rule of the many, not the few;
poverty not a restriction;
laws are obeyed;
celebrates religious festivities;
centre of the world — can get everything;
city is open to the world;
militarily superior despite no training;
doesn’t need allies in war;
refined city;
uses wealth sensibly;
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citizens participate in public life;
discuss before making decisions;
generous city hence many friends;
educator of Hellas — versatile citizens;
worthy to rule others.

Comment

The student wrote up this presentation before the tutorial to use as her notes.
Note how she uses bullet points as a way of focusing on the key issues she is
going to talk about.

Example 5: An essay based on an interview

What the student said about this:

This was like an essay but it was based on an actual interview 1 had
carried out. What 1 did was use the things that Andrew had said in
the interview and link these to the theoretical things we had been studying
on the course. So there were bits of quotes from the interview and then
references to reading I had done which seemed relevant to what Andrew had
told me about himself and his family in the interview.

Extract from an essay based on an interview: ‘We’re all that hotch-potch’:
Negotiating identities as a Goan in Edinburgh.

Before discussing identity in depth we first need to discuss what
it is. It is an ambiguous term because it involves notions of individu-
ality and collectivity - difference and similarity (Byron 1996: 292;
Guibernau and Rex, 1997: 4; Jenkins 1996: 3). Each person has an
individual unique identity of the self, yet people are identified in
terms of groups. For example, Andrew identifies himself as Goan or
Indian, as part of a state or a nation, yet he also identifies himself by
the culture that he and his wife have created, something that is
unique to them. In this sense their identities are multiple.

Comment

Here the student merges together her use of theoretical readings with
reference to more empirical interview data. Used together both are crucial
to the development of her argument.

Example 6: A seminar paper

Roman historiography: problems and preconditions
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What the student said about this:

We were given the questions for this seminar paper. We had to address these
in the actual seminar presentation and then hand in our written version
at the end.

Extract from seminar paper: Roman historiography: problems and preconditions

Were there clear rules for writing history? When do they seem to
have first appeared?

The sources appear to imply that there was, by the time of Cicero, a
generally accepted way of writing history. Sources 2a and 2b tell us
that there must be impartiality in historical writing and Cicero
presents this as a ‘law of history’. However, looking at the other source
materials we can see that this ‘law’ was not always adhered to and
much of Roman history was written in a biased manner, for example
in 4a we see Cicero again, but here he is asking Lucceius to ‘neglect
the laws of history’.

Do Roman historians appear to have gone in for serious research
on their material?

There does appear to be research done by Roman historians, but
obviously the extent of their research will always depend on the
individual. Dionysios of Halikarnassos (3b) tells us that the early
historians did not research much, but that the events that were
contemporary with them were written from personal experience.
We can see that in contrast Cicero (3¢) seems to be very interested in
getting exactly the right chronology and is aware that earlier texts do
not always agree.

Comment

This paper was written to help the student to give a seminar presentation in
archaelogy. In this particular instance she has been asked to make reference to
different source material and address specific questions in the presentation.
This is rather different from the tutorial paper, above, where she conceptual-
ized her own ideas in bullet points.

The examples above all indicate very different kinds of writing, and yet they
are all excerpts from actual examples that this student had to tackle as part of
her studies. So how did she approach these different writing tasks? Before she
could start she needed to get some idea of what the writing was for, what ideas
she needed to convey and how to best convey them. She also needed to think
about who was going to read her work. The kinds of questions she needed to
ask herself were:
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What kind of writing is this: essay, report, collaborative project,
seminar paper?

What is it for: assessment, support for an oral presentation?

Who is going to read it: tutor/lecturer, other students, me?

Hence she needed to think about:

Topic: what is this writing about?

Form: what kind of writing is this?

Purpose: what is it for?

Audience: who is going to read it?

Situation: what is the context in which you are writing this?

In addition we can see that she also had to consider herself as a writer. How
much of herself could she put in and how much should she leave out of her

writing? So to the above list we can add:

e Writer: to what extent should the writer’s own voice be heard?

TASK 10.2: Comparing writing

Now we are going to build upon our student’s experiences in order to think about
these issues in terms of your own writing. As always it is more productive if you
can do this exercise with a colleague. Collect together a number of pieces of your
own assessed writing. These do not have to be from your university studies; they
may be from school, college or a previous course you have done. Now make a list
of what you see as some of the similarities and differences between them. You may
want to look back at the examples that we used above and our comments on
them.
Now think about each piece of writing in terms of:

Topic: what is this writing about?

Form: what kind of writing is this?

Purpose: what is it for?

Audience: who is the reader, both real and imagined?

Situation: what is the context in which you are writing this?

Writer: how do you put yourself in as the writer? Do you use |, we or third
person? Do you use the passive voice (e.g. ‘it is argued that’)?

We are beginning to see how different kinds of writing are essentially
different ways of getting things done. This might seem a strange way to think
about writing, but all writing has a job of work to do. One of the problems with
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being a student writer is that there is often some confusion about the job
of work that your writing is doing, and this makes writing at university more
difficult than it might be in, for example, a work situation.

In Task 10.3, we are concerned with issues of both form and layout. We ask
you to think about these because they can tell us a lot about the purpose of the
text and the context in which we might expect to find it. Some kinds of writing
that you are asked to do at university have very formulaic structures. That is,
the way in which they are laid out and the ways in which things are written are
quite clearly determined by specific conventions, which should be described
and explained by the guidance you receive from your tutor. You will need to
check out the guidance that you receive about writing for any particular
course. This is because, as we have said before, writing conventions may differ
as you move between different disciplines and professions.

Task 10.3: Looking at writing features

Now look at the examples of your own writing again.

Look at the kind of vocabulary that you have been using. Are similar words and
phrases being repeated in the different examples?

Do you use any graphs, tables, diagrams or symbols?

Do you use any other kinds of visuals (e.g. photographs, downloaded Internet
pages)?

Do you use headings?

Do you use bullet points?

Do you use a question and answer format?

Do you use a personal or impersonal style?

Do you use the passive voice (e.g. ‘different layers were laid down in different
ways’)?

Report writing

In this section we look in more depth at report writing. Imagine that your tutor
has asked you to write a business report for your course. Obviously the only
person who is going to read that report is going to be your tutor. In this case
the real purpose of the writing is not ‘real” at all, since you are writing the
report so that you can get a mark and pass the course. What you have to do in
this case is to imagine an audience over and above your tutor. You have to
imagine that you are writing for a business audience when in fact you are only
writing for your tutor. In a real business context it is also quite likely that you
would be writing collaboratively with others. In your report for your tutor
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you may use ‘we’ as if you had been writing with other people, when for
assessment purposes it is only ‘you’ who actually did the writing. This kind of
writing may actually require you to be more imaginative about the intended
audience than you would have to be if you were writing a university essay.
That is, you need to imagine yourself into the context where a particular kind
of writing, like a business report, might be written. This is something you need
to take into account when you are asked to undertake this kind of report
writing. It illustrates how other kinds of writing are rather different from
writing a university essay. An essay is usually specifically designed for assess-
ment purposes — the audience is assumed to be the actual reader, the person
who will mark your work. In contrast, some of the other types of writing
that you do at university, like report writing, are more concerned with com-
municating with others in a broader professional context. They are designed to
mirror similar ways of communicating outside the university. This is why you
might find similarities with the kinds of writing people do in professional
contexts or in other situations.
A report generally has three main functions:

to explain why something was done;

to describe how it was done;

to summarize and conclude the outcome of a particular action, or set
of actions.

One thing that makes a report distinctive is that it generally has a very
clear structure, although this will vary from context to context. A report
needs a logical structure to make things very clear to the reader. Detail tends to
be more prominent than argument. In this sense a report is generally more
accessible to a reader than an essay, which relies on the development of an
argument. A report makes extensive use of subheadings, numbering and
layout. Another important element is the use of appendices. These generally
carry information which is very important but does not fit into the main body
of the report.

One thing that makes a report distinctive is that it breaks things up into
manageable sections and these are immediately obvious to the reader. This
means that the reader can find what she is looking for very easily. This is also
why a contents list is important because it tells the reader where to look for
particular information.

There are often specific conventions used in report writing. For example, it
is common to avoid the use of ‘I’, and reports are often written in the passive
voice. Many reports begin with an ‘executive summary’, which is similar to an
abstract and summarizes the main points of the report in continuous prose.
Some of these conventions come from professional bodies and in this case the
course guidelines you get on report writing will address these.
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Below we give an example from one university business school of a spe-
cific structure for business studies report.

TITLE PAGE

Report on

Prepared by

CONTENTS PAGE

CONTENTS

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Terms of reference

This report is the result of an investigation into complaints made by
staff about the internal post service at XYZ. A working party was set up
on to investigate the nature of these complaints and to
make recommendations as appropriate.

1.2 Procedure/methodology
In order to investigate the nature of the complaints the following
investigatory procedures were adopted:

1.2.1 questionnaires were sent to all members of staff (see Appendix A);
1.2.2 a cross-section of the staff was interviewed (30 in total);

1.2.3 the post room supervisor was interviewed;

1.2.4 the post room staff were interviewed;

1.2.5 the service was monitored for one week.
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2 Findings

2.1 The current provisions
21.1
2.1.2

2.2 Staff attitudes and expectations
221
222
223

2.3 Post room problems
231
232
2.3.3

3 Conclusions
The main conclusions drawn by the working party were as follows:

3.1
3.2
3.3

4 Recommendations
Consideration should be given to the following measures:

4.1
4.2
43

Appendix: the questionnaire

THIS IS AN EXAMPLE OF ONE WAY OF WRITING A REPORT.
REMEMBER THAT STRUCTURE AND LAYOUT WILL VARY
DEPENDING ON THE SUBJECT OF THE REPORT

Reproduced from ‘Study Skills and Learning Materials’,
University of North London Business School (1995)
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TASK 10.4: Writing a report

Remember that the format you use for a report will depend very much upon
the professional context within which you are writing and the guidance that you
receive from your tutor. Now make an outline structure for writing a report based
on the guidance that you have received from your department.

Dissertations and projects

As you approach the end of your studies at university you may well be asked to
prepare a long piece of written work such as a dissertation or project. The
specific guidance you receive will help you to work out many of the formal
features, as projects and dissertations vary according to the subject or discip-
line, and the two terms may be used interchangeably. In some disciplines a
dissertation means a ‘long essay’, and the only thing that makes it distinctive is
its length. You are also likely to be given the freedom to choose your title. In
other disciplines or subjects a dissertation is broken up into clearly signalled
sections. If this is the case it is common for the work to be preceded by an
abstract which provides a useful summary. This means that the reader can see
straight away what your dissertation will be about. A dissertation or project
may begin with a short review of the relevant literature. If it has involved some
of your own research or fieldwork there may be a section on methodology,
indicating how you carried out your research. You may also indicate the kinds
of research questions that you are addressing and have a separate section on
your analysis of the findings. You will generally need to develop your own
argument which will be supported both by your own findings and by the
literature that you have read and referenced. The specific structure of your
dissertation or project is likely to follow any general guidelines that you have
been given.

TASK 10.5: Identifying components of your
dissertation or project

A familiar dissertation or project outline in social sciences might look like this:

Abstract
Introduction
Literature review
Research questions
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Methodology (including methods of data collection and analysis)
Presentation of data

Findings

Analysis

Conclusion

Now make a similar list of what you see as the key components of a dissertation or
project that you have been asked to write.

A longer piece of writing can give you much more opportunity to put
yourself into your work, and to bring together things in new ways which have
not been possible in the shorter assignments you have written throughout
your course. You may find that you can choose your area of study for a disserta-
tion or project, and also your own title. This gives you the opportunity to make
the work your own and say what you want to say, because you will not be
constrained by a title set by your tutor. Because a dissertation or project may
allow you to write about a topic that interests you, you will probably need to
make time to do other kinds of writing which will help you to explore your
thinking and your ideas outside the rather formal structures we have out-
lined above. In Chapter 11 we consider exploratory writing and the use of
learning journals as ways of helping you to develop your ideas, which will be
particularly useful when you come to prepare longer pieces of work.

Electronic writing

Having looked at some examples of conventional university writing, we now
move on to a very different kind of writing altogether, and something that
most students and tutors probably do not even think about as writing at all.
We call it ‘electronic writing’, and it relates to the use of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) at degree level. Even though it may
never be assessed, you will probably find it becoming an increasingly
important part of your writing. We call it electronic writing in order to
distinguish it from the kinds of writing that students traditionally did in the
past with a pen and paper. (Of course, nowadays you are likely to be using a
computer for word-processing the different kinds of writing that you do at
university.)

E-mail

One of the ways in which you are likely to be communicating with your tutors
and lecturers and with other students studying your courses is through e-mail.
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Your tutor may set up e-mail lists so that she can communicate with all her
students on one course at the same time. She may also set up an e-mail list for
students to discuss course issues together. You can use these environments to
explore your ideas and get feedback from others. They can help you to develop
your thinking in much the same way as other kinds of exploratory writing.
Even if your tutor does not set up lists to use in this way, you can still work
together with other students to help and support each other with your learn-
ing, sharing ideas and discussing course issues online. E-mail exchanges are
useful because you can go back and read them at a later date, whereas if you
have a face-to-face discussion with a tutor or student you have no permanent
record of it, and can easily forget what has been said. Because e-mail creates a
permanent record which you can refer to at a later date, it is a valuable
medium for exploring course issues with fellow students, and for getting
appropriate guidance from your tutor.

Computer conferencing

You may find that your tutor uses computer conferencing as a way of
encouraging you and fellow students to work together in groups. This is par-
ticularly likely if you are studying at a distance, and do not have the oppor-
tunity to meet your fellow students face to face. However, increasingly tutors
are also using computer conferencing in face-to-face institutions. It is often set
up so that students can work together on a joint project or activity.

Computer conferencing is similar to e-mail but has some added
advantages. Once you are placed in a particular group, all the messages you
send in that group go to all the members. You always go to the same ‘virtual’
place to talk to your group, and you will find a record of your discussions
in this special space, which is like an electronic seminar group. Computer
conferencing systems normally use some kind of ‘threading’, so that messages
on the same topic and with the same message heading will be grouped
together. This makes it easy to follow a topic discussion. Depending upon the
system in use in your department you may be able to add to your messages
hotlinks to web addresses. It is also easy to attach files to your messages so that
you can send written or visual texts to everybody who is working on the same
activity.

Computer conferencing usually takes place asynchronously — that is,
you will be posting and reading messages at different times from your
fellow students. This gives you the opportunity to read and respond to
messages at a time which is convenient to you. Some universities also make
use of synchronous systems so that you can communicate in ‘real time’, with
everybody being online simultaneously. This is sometimes called ‘instant
messaging’.

The advantage of asynchronous computer conferencing and e-mail is that
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you can reflect upon electronic discussions with other students and your
tutor, and build these into your own thinking. You have the flexibility to think
about your response for some time before posting your own message. You can
also edit and refine your message before sending it. You can use these kinds of
electronic writing to try out ideas which you may later go on to use in your
assignments. This is similar to the use of learning journals, which we discuss in
detail in the next chapter.

Electronic writing can help you to:

Try your ideas out by writing about them to and with others.
Be reflective about your ideas.

Get feedback from others.

Prepare for writing your assignments.

Using the web as a resource for writing

In Chapter 5 we talked about reading as part of writing. We concentrated on
the traditional written texts that you are most likely to use for your studies:
books and journal articles. Increasingly, students are turning to the web as an
additional resource for their studies, and so we approach this section on using
the Internet in much the same way as we approached other kinds of reading —
that is, in relation to your writing.

When you use reading lists and the library to find the resources you
need for completing assignments you can reasonably assume that the
resources have been vetted for their authority and validity. Academic staff
have decided that certain sources represent authoritative texts for you to
read. This is because these books and articles have been written by respected
and experienced specialists in the field, whether your studies are in academic,
professional or vocational subjects. Unfortunately, you cannot make the
same kind of assumptions about resources that you access via the web. There
are a number of obvious ways in which resources you find using the web
may be very different from the those you would get from the library. For
example:

they are generally not monitored for their quality;

they do not give obvious clues about the authority of the text;

they may be more concerned with presenting an image rather than
academic credibility;

they may include a mix of both written and visual texts;

they link easily and quickly to other related texts.
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We need to make a distinction here between using the Internet to
find your own resources and using web-based resources which have been
monitored and provided by the lecturers and tutors in your department. You
may find that academic staff put resources on the web for you to access. These
may be lecture notes or other material which has been vetted and sanctioned
as appropriate for you to use. Obviously, because they are recommended texts,
there is no need to approach them with caution.

When you use the Internet to do your own research you need to develop
some understanding of how to evaluate the validity and authority of the
sites that you visit. Once you have found a site that you think you might like to
refer to in your written work, you need to evaluate it and decide whether you
can reasonably regard it as an authoritative source. The next section should
help you to do this.

Evaluating web resources

The URL

URL is short for ‘universal resource locator’. It is the address that you type
in when you are looking for a particular website. For example, http://
www.open.ac.uk will take you to the website of the Open University, UK. If
you do not know the URL you can use a search engine like Google, Yahoo or
Lycos, to search for the name of the site. The name will usually be displayed
with the URL. You can then click on the URL to get to the site.

If you know what to look for, the URL can give you a lot of very useful
information about the site and help you to decide whether you can rely on the
information it contains. It can tell you whether the site is:

an academic one: look for the ending .ac.edu

a commercial one: look for the endings .com or .co

a charity or non-profit making organization: look for the ending
.org

a government organization: look for the ending .gov

It can also tell you the site’s country of origin, for example ‘au’ applies to sites
in Australia.

The publisher

The web address also tells you who published the page. You will find this name
after http://www. Look out for web pages which have been published within
university websites or the websites of professional organizations. These are
likely to be more authoritative than commercial sites.
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Personal web pages

Is it a personal web page? Using a search engine to find the personal web page
of an author you have been introduced to on your course can be a very good
way of finding up-to-date publications by recognized authors. You can some-
times download draft papers from personal web pages.

The author

Who wrote the page? You will often find an e-mail address at the bottom of
the page telling you the name of the person who wrote, or is responsible
for, the page. When academic staff put resources, course materials and
bibliographies on the web for their students these can sometimes be accessed
by people outside the institution.

Authority and reliability

Does this person seem to be a reliable authority? What organization do they
belong to? What have they published? What kinds of sites do the links on the
page take you to? Asking questions like these helps you to get a feel for the
kind of person who is responsible for a web page. This helps you to make a
judgement about whether you should trust the information. People often
make links from their own web pages to relevant organizations, groups or
discussion lists. Following the links from a web page can often give you some
idea about the standing of its author in the wider academic or professional
community. Do the links on the page take you forwards or backwards to
authoritative bodies? For example, following links to ‘Home’, which you
will normally find on any web page, may take you to the home page of a
prestigious university, or to the home page of a commercial company. This
will help you to decide how far you can trust this site and how appropriate it is
to use it as a resource.

Date

Is the page up to date? You will usually find a date at the end of the page telling
you when it was last updated. You need to be careful about using material from
pages which have not been updated within the last 12 months. It could be out
of date.

Purpose

Why do you think this page was created? What is its purpose? Is it to inform,
publicize, explain, add to debates, or is it for marketing purposes? In terms of
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your research, the former is likely to be more useful — and authoritative — than
the latter.

Omissions

What seems to be missing from this website? What do these omissions tell you
about the story the author of the website wants to tell? Institutional websites
often go to great lengths to present a positive picture of an activity associated
with their institution. For example, the website of an academic department
might enable you to access pages about some particular research success, but
is less likely to take you to pages which offer a critique of that research. You
need to be careful about taking things at their face value when you access
material and resources on the web. They may present a one-sided perspective
which will not be very useful when you come to refer to this work in your
assignment.

Referencing websites

When you have decided whether you want to use resources from a particular
website, you must remember that you need to reference them in your writing
in the normal way. That is, you need to reference the web resources you have
used in the main body of the text and in the references section of your assign-
ment. It is very important that you reference resources from the Internet in
comparable ways to any other resources. Downloading and copying material
from the web without attributing the source is plagiarism (see p. 63). At the
time of writing this book there were no universal procedures for referencing
Internet pages. However, there are some conventions you need to follow in
order to inform anybody reading your work where your ideas came from. You
need to provide:

¢ the name of the website;

e the URL;

e the date the page was last updated;
¢ the date the website was accessed.

Referencing the web

Websites or specific pages or documents within websites:

Law, J. (1992) Notes on the theory of actor network, Science Studies Centre,
University of Lancaster, retrieved 6 August 2002. http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/
sociology/soc054jl.html.
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Electronic journal articles:

Harasim, L. (2001) Shift happens: online education as a new paradigm in
learning, The Internet and Higher Education, 3(1), retrieved 31 July 2002.
http://virtualu.cs.sfu.ca/vuweb.newe/papers/harasim_ihe_nov00.pdf.

Do remember that you always need to include the date the web page was
accessed in your reference; this way the reader can see when you found this
information. Unlike published work, web addresses change, links are broken
and material is removed from websites. As long as you give the URL reference
as you retrieved it on a particular date, this will give the reader the opportunity
to see if she can find the resource you are quoting. She can go to the homepage
of the institution or organization and search for the author. She may be able
to find your original reference, or it may have disappeared due to a server
problem or a broken link, but be visible again once the problem is rectified.
It is always a good idea to check web pages again just before you finish your
assignment so that you can include the most recent access date.

TASK 10.6: Evaluating web resources

Use a search engine to find a web resource that you might use in one of your
assignments. Now evaluate the site in terms of:

e URL
e Publisher
e Author

* Personal web pages

e Authority and reliability
e Purpose

e Date

e  Links to other pages

*  Omissions

Would you use this page as a resource in your written work? How would you
reference the page? This is a good task to do with another student on your course.

Visual and written texts

One thing that you might have noticed when you were doing your Internet
searches was the way in which web pages make use of a combination of visual
and written material in order to present their message. This is obviously one
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important way in which web pages differ from more traditional published
texts, which often rely rather heavily on the written word. When you come to
write your assignments, you may also find yourself using a combination of text
and visual elements. Look back to the example of collaborative writing in the
case study at the beginning of this chapter. The writers relied on photographs
to do a lot of the work that one might normally expect writing to do. Because
they used a picture of the square they did not need to use the written text to
describe the scene in as much detail. The words and the photograph worked
together to create the background for the collaborative assignment. When you
use visuals you may be able to rely on the visual to do some of the work that
writing would normally do, but you cannot necessarily assume that the visual
will be immediately obvious to the reader any more than the writing. Verbal
and visual elements always work together in a text to enhance understanding.

Notes
O There is no single way of writing. Remember that you will need to develop
your own strategies for tackling different kinds of writing in your courses.

You can represent your ideas in visual as well as written form in your
assignments.

Electronic writing provides new possibilities for working collaboratively with
other students.

You need to evaluate web resources carefully for their academic suitability.

Using the web requires new forms of referencing.




Using learning journals and
other exploratory writing

—D Journals make the learning process visible.

It forced me to explore areas | would normally have shut away.

It's good to have a section of work which takes a more relaxed and
personal approach to the course.

At the beginning of this book we stressed how writing and learning are part of
the same process. Whenever you write you make new knowledge for yourself,
which is why no two people ever write even something simple in exactly the
same way. As we have explored throughout this book, the process of writing an
assignment in all its stages is part of learning the subject you are writing about.
In this chapter we look more closely at writing for learning, or exploratory
writing.

Until now we have been concentrating on the assignment that you
hand in to your tutor, the final product that she will read and assess. This is a
demonstration of what you can say and do at a particular moment. Much of
the advice given to students on writing essays starts from the point of view
of this end product. In this book we have been trying to combine two
approaches: to think about what is required of you for the final product, and to
explore the different processes you have to go through in order to get there. To
do this we have often suggested that you write brief pieces to help you develop
your thinking or practise your writing — to carry out exploratory writing. The
purpose of such writing is to help you to learn, and you do not need to think of
it as a final product. When you practise writing your knowledge in this way
you are also developing your quality of writing, so exploratory writing can
help you to learn and to write well. From time to time you may be asked
to hand in exploratory writing to your tutor for some feedback. More often
though it is something you do just for yourself, or perhaps to share with fellow
students, during or outside a teaching session. In this final chapter we will be
looking at an extended kind of exploratory writing: the learning journal.
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We begin with some suggestions for brief exploratory pieces of writing —
‘fast writing’. These are similar to the ‘practice writing’ that we looked at in
Chapter 2 — writing that refuses to allow your ‘critical self’ to get in the way of
putting down your first ideas. You might like to look back at that section now
(see p. 15).

Fast writing

Keep an ‘ideas’ notebook for noting down ideas as they occur to you.
Many academics, including your tutors, do this. You might find it
especially useful if you are engaged in a project or a dissertation.
Write a ‘note to yourself’ about what you might want to say in a
seminar or other kind of discussion. You can do this during the sem-
inar itself.

Send an e-mail to fellow students about your thoughts on a lecture or
other learning activity.

Brainstorm ideas for an assignment, then choose some that seem
important and try ‘practice writing’ about each in turn for a few
minutes. In each case keep on writing, and write in sentences not
notes.

Generally, try to build up a sense of yourself as someone who uses
writing regularly as part of your studying.

Learning journals

One important kind of exploratory writing that you may be asked to do is the
learning journal. Learning journals are more elaborate than most exploratory
writing and are sometimes formally assessed, which may alter how you
approach them. We look at this possibility at the end of the chapter, but
otherwise we focus on the learning journal as a non-graded, exploratory kind
of writing.

Learning journals are a type of writing that give you an overview of a
whole course, from beginning to end. If you have to write a learning journal
for a number of courses, you will have a record of much of your learning at
university, which will help you to bring together the different parts. Learning
journals can also be seen as a particular kind of writing, as explored in the
last chapter. As one tutor put it: ‘journals help to make the learning process
visible’.

Learning journals may be kept for different purposes - for example:

* On professional courses, to make links between theoretical and prac-
tical work through reflection on experience.
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*  On academic courses, to help you to make sense of the course ideas
and relate them to your own thinking and experience.

* For yourself, as a personal account of your journey through a course,
to help your learning and give yourself a record of it.

e To help you make sense of the different kinds of writing you might be
required to do at university.

e Occasionally as an assessed part of a course, or as a basis for another
kind of assessed work, such as a reflective summary.

TASK 11.1: Thinking about diaries

There are many different kinds of learning journal but they can all be compared to
a personal diary. Most people who have kept a personal diary find that a learning
journal is different, because the subject matter and situation is different, but there
are also similarities.

Have you ever kept a diary of any kind? Make notes on what it was, why you
kept it, who was the intended reader and what you gained from it.

Many students find that keeping some kind of learning journal helps
their study, and they also enjoy writing it. We hope that the rest of this
chapter will explain why, and give you some ideas about how to write one. If
you are on a course that requires you to keep a learning journal, you will
probably be given guidelines for it. In this case you might use this chapter to
think more fully about what writing a journal involves. We suggest a number
of tasks connected with writing learning journals and give examples of what
students have written. As you read these examples and try out the tasks, use
them to build up a picture of what makes learning journals a distinctive form
of writing.

TASK 11.2: Writing a journal entry

Learning journals usually begin with an account of the student’s expectations of a
course. Read the following extract from one student’s first entry for a course about
political theory. Note how the student writes about what she hopes to learn on the
course and how she relates this to her own background — her arguments with her
brother!

I am looking forward to this course because | feel power and politics are
central issues to social interaction and the way society functions. Whilst
studying for the kinship course, it seemed to me essential that you have to




LEARNING JOURNALS 167

bring in the concept of power to be able to discuss both kinship and
gender issues ... My oldest brother is an adamant Marxist ... | was
always inclined to disagree with my brother’s dogmatic approach to
Marx, and would try to argue for other theories, although lacking in con-
crete knowledge. | am looking forward to hearing more about theories
of power, such as Weber’s and others and hope to expand my knowledge
of their works — perhaps in the hope that some day | may be able to win an
argument against my brother!

At the beginning of a course or of just one session, write a learning journal entry
about what you expect and hope to get out of it, in particular noting any questions
that you hope the course or session may answer. Write in sentence form rather
than notes. At the end of the course or session go back to this piece of writing to
check how your understanding has increased and whether your expectations have
been met.

What is a learning journal like?

Although there are many different kinds of learning journal, they all have
features in common.

A learning journal is written regularly.

Most journals are written at least once a week and often more fre-
quently. The regularity is what makes it a ‘journal’, so that you have a
record of what you have been doing and thinking on a course, which
you can look back on to see the progress you have made. A journal
will rarely be written in note form and is not a substitute for making
notes. You may, however, want to extend the notes you have taken
from lectures or reading.

A learning journal is an account of your progress through a course.

When you write a learning journal you are writing about the course as
you experience it. You may include accounts of your reading as well as
of seminars, lectures and discussions. You may explore your thinking
about the ideas and issues raised. You may think about your own
learning processes — what you don’t understand, and what you
gradually come to understand differently. You may write about con-
nections between ideas within the course and ideas outside it, from
other courses, the world generally, or your own particular experience.
You see from this how a learning journal is about you plus the course,
whereas most assignments focus on course material with ‘you’ as
more or less absent (see Chapter 7 for more on your place in your
academic writing).




168 USING LEARNING JOURNALS AND OTHER EXPLORATORY WRITING

A learning journal asks for a different kind of thinking and writing from an
essay.

A useful way of viewing a learning journal is as an account of your
own thinking on the page. It is a narrative with you — as ‘I’ — at the
centre. A good deal of a learning journal will be in ‘recounting’ form
(see Chapter 6); that is, you are telling a ‘story’ about what you have
done and how you have felt and thought as a result: ‘I did this, I
read this’. But you will also include commentary and reflection —
your thoughts — about what you did. A journal, then, is altogether
more provisional and questioning than an essay, and a more personal
document where you can allow yourself to be experimental and to
put your own mark on it. Below you will find an extract from the
guidelines for a learning journal that was not written every week but
consisted of a specific number of entries, each on a different topic.
Notice how the tutor stresses the creative aspect and developmental
nature of learning journals.

The entries should be your own personal reflections of what you have
read and discussed in the seminar . . . These may be hand-written and
do not require the same level of planning as an essay. While it may be
appropriate to include lists or spider diagrams, your writing should
be mainly in complete sentences.

The idea behind a learning journal is to force you to try to
develop your ideas through writing. Writing is a form of creativity
which offers more than simply getting down your thoughts. Different
possibilities and combinations only become apparent as you start
to produce written sentences. Following the ideas and chains of
association that start to appear before you often results in different
outcomes to the one anticipated when you first sat down. Practice
will give you more and more confidence to sit down and write. In the
end it is through writing that you will help to develop your capacity
for independent thought and originality.

(Source: Nick Hubble, University of Sussex course document
for Critical Reading, entitled ‘England my England’ (2001).

Who is your journal for?

As we have said, the reader you might have in mind for a learning journal may
well be yourself. In fact, some people always use a learning journal just for
themselves, perhaps drawing on it for more public writing or using it as a place
for ‘first thoughts’. You may also have in mind a fellow student or tutor, who in
this case is concerned with your progress and interested in your ideas, rather
than with judging your work. One student said that writing journals is like
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‘having a conversation with myself’, another that it was like writing for
‘a good friend’, who was always there, ready to listen. On the other hand, if a
journal is a required part of a course, a tutor may read it. The reader and the
purpose of the journal will affect how you write it.

Different kinds of learning journal: different titles

So far we have been talking about learning journals rather as if they were all
the same, looking for what is common in them. In fact, as with all university
assignments, tutors use versions of learning journals on their courses for many
different purposes, and give a wide range of instructions and suggestions about
how to approach them. Tutors also often use different names for them,
depending on their purpose. Below are just a few examples. Think about how
some of these might fit a course that you do, even if a learning journal is not
part of the course requirement. Have you come across others? If so, what do
they require?

A ‘study diary’ or ‘record of study’ usually asks you to think about the
course readings and ideas.

A ‘learning log’ asks you to chart your progress through either a whole
course or a particular part of it — for example, a group project. You may
have to include procedures, such as accounts of group meetings,
and your review of processes — for example, how the group worked
together, and how you came to decisions.

A ‘reading response journal’ asks you about your own, personal
responses to reading — what you remember and find significant.
This is a good way to engage with a text in your own terms before you
have to stand back and be critical and analytical about it.

A ‘reflective journal’ may be part of a professional course where you are
specifically asked to relate course ideas to your practice in the field -
for example, on a work placement.

You will see from the above that a learning journal is a particular type of
writing that does a particular job, and you can think of it in this way by using
the categories we explored in the last chapter (see p. 150). In the task below
we apply these categories to a learning journal and ask you to use these to
compare this kind of writing with an essay.
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TASK 11.3: Comparing a learning journal with
an essay

Look back to your response to Task 10.2 in the last chapter, comparing different
kinds of writing. Compare the following list with the most common essay you have
to do. For example, the ‘audience’ for an assessed essay would be a ‘tutor/
assessor’, whereas for the journal it is a ‘sympathetic reader’.

The learning journal as a type of writing

Topic You plus the course

Form Reflective narrative, often diary-like

Purpose To reflect on your progress though your course
Audience A ’‘sympathetic reader’

You as the writer  Reflective and ‘personal’, with ‘I’ at the centre
Situation Different courses with different aims and expectations

Hand-write or word-process?

Can you word-process a learning journal? There is no reason why you should
not. In fact, seeing what you have written immediately, on screen or printed
out, can give you the sense that your ideas are forming very quickly. However,
many people find that writing a journal is easier to do by hand - that pen or
pencil to paper is a more ‘direct’ way of getting ideas down fast. Many students
and their tutors find it practical to have a notebook to hand for all kinds of
exploratory writing, including notes, sketches and doodles. You might want to
have one so that you can write in it at odd moments, not least during a class.
On the other hand, if you have your own computer and can use it any time
you want, starting to type can make you feel more ‘work-like’. If you have
a laptop or other kind of portable word-processing facility, you might find this
is as good as pen and paper for jotting down your thoughts and notes. It is
a good idea to try out various ways of recording your journal, to see what
suits you best. Some students also enjoy taking care with how they present a
learning journal, whether typed or hand-written, using illustrations, cuttings
and interesting formats and layouts.

How can learning journals help you to learn?

We have said that writing a learning journal is a good way of helping you to
work through course material. Below we look at some of the ways that writing
a journal can help you to learn, together with some written quotes from
students on their experience.
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Keep up with the course timetable

‘It is a good discipline; it helped me to recall and clarify concerns.’

First of all, keeping a learning journal helps to ensure that you keep up with
the course timetable of reading and other activities, by processing one section
before you reach the next. When you write regularly about the ideas and
information on a course, you are thinking about the material in your own
words. This helps you to understand and remember.

Build up your own ‘map’ of the course

‘It opened up a space in which it was possible to make connections between
topics and hence write coherently on the course as a whole.’

By writing your own version of the course, you are gradually building up a
‘map’ of it. At the beginning you won’t know what the whole will look like.
However, as you proceed you will notice connections and themes, and by the
end you will have a whole picture. Of course, the learning journal may not in
fact look very coherent; in fact it might look quite messy and bitty. You may
have to read it over carefully, and look for the main themes and connections;
that is, use it as a basis for your course ‘map’. All the same, you will have the
material there if you need to reconstruct the course for yourself — for example,
for an exam, a long essay or a future course.

Make connections with your own experience and thinking

‘It made me realize the relevance of the course to my own life and it was good
that the tutor was interested in this too.’

Another important feature of learning journals is that, because of the way they
are conceived and written, they encourage you to make connections with your
own experience and previous knowledge. You can also explore your own
values and opinions in relation to the course topics. This can make a course
more meaningful for you and therefore help you to feel more motivated and
engaged in it.

Tackle difficulties in understanding course material

‘Suddenly, from nothing, it all started to make sense.’

Writing a learning journal can help you to deal with course ideas. You might
begin by simply stating, ‘I don’t understand this reading’ but then write about
the bits you do understand or what it is that you don’t understand. Gradually
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it will make more sense. Here is what a student wrote about how her ideas were
beginning to get clearer as she worked on readings and a lecture:

I felt that my responses to the texts, my understanding emerged as
[the lecturer] talked out the key point of the texts. Excited. New ways
of thinking about what power is, what it does, where it appears . ..
and ways of describing these things.

A learning journal also encourages you to ask questions, which again
helps you to slowly build up an understanding of your course. You can see
in the three questions below that the student, by asking them of herself, is
beginning to clarify ideas and issues.

Is class still the same whether people act or think in terms of it or
not?

Is power defined by those observing or by those participating/
experiencing?

Do different kinds of power affect different kinds of society?

Make your own sense of the course

‘It forced me to explore areas | would normally have shut away.’

The opportunity to make your own sense of a course is probably the most
important purpose of a learning journal. It allows you to engage with the
course material for yourself and to make your own interpretations. This gives
you the opportunity to go more deeply into course ideas in your own way.

Express your own opinions

‘It is good to have a section of work that takes a more relaxed and personal
approach to the coursework.’

As we explored in Chapter 7, when you write essays it can be very difficult to
know when and how to put in your ‘own opinion’. By contrast, a learning
journal absolutely encourages you to do so. This can be empowering and can
help you to be more confident about your own ideas. Be as bold or as tentative
as you like. Here is an example, about the book Bartleby by Herman Melville
(1991).

I really enjoyed reading this book, and I think it was more the style
than the content. Melville has a way of drawing the reader into
his world by describing those details which make the characters real.
What does niggle me though is the ‘lack’ of detail given to Bartleby.
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I mean that by the end of the book I had no deep understanding
of what motivated him to go for the job, begin work and then
simply not do the tasks that were requested of him. I felt after reading
this book that I had missed something really important ... One
thing it did highlight for me though was the variety of ways we can
interpret the meaning of the word ‘death’. It is not always a physical
thing.

Rethink ideas

‘Looking back at the whole of the course shows a certain evolution, more con-
fidence and a wider understanding of the general ideas.’

Having an opportunity to write a cumulative account of your learning on a
course means that your ideas can shift and develop, especially if you keep
revisiting parts of it. Writing down such changes also helps you to be self-
aware about how your learning is working and evolving. Notice how, in the
following passage, the writer shifts in her opinion of Bartleby after writing an
essay, and as she revisits an earlier entry in her journal.

After writing my essay on Bartleby I have found a deeper meaning to
the book. I found myself more and more interested in the narrator
of the story. His reactions to Bartleby intrigue me. Why could he not
take positive steps in dealing with him? I think the story is more
about the narrator than I previously thought . . . My feeling is that the
narrator almost felt Bartleby’s despair but was too afraid to go the next
step and address the issue.

Notice too how doing different types of writing gives the student different
kinds of opportunities for developing her ideas. By this stage she is able to
think about the book in a more complex way than previously.

Develop your own ‘voice’ and ‘identity’ as a writer

‘I slowly realized that | could make my own structure.’

In Chapter 7 we explored how the university essay is a very particular kind of
writing and we asked you to think about the difference between an essay and a
learning journal in Task 11.3. In an essay you usually have to ‘make an argu-
ment’ and come to a ‘strong’ conclusion. Some students find it relatively easy
to adopt this stance but others do not. One of the reasons is a lack of con-
fidence; as one student said: ‘I'm just not the arguing type’. She may not have
quite understood what ‘presenting an argument’ means but, all the same, it is
true that the ‘voice’ of an essay, its ‘I’, presents itself as confident and sure of
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what is being said. We also pointed out that the ‘I’ of a university essay is often
invisible.

Writing a learning journal gives you an opportunity to write in a different
style and with a different stance. You are not required to come to a ‘conclusion’
and can explore in a thoughtful way, using the journal to clarify your ideas.
Below is an example of a student using a journal in this way. The writer has
already gone some way in sorting out the reading and here is expressing a
sense of progress. The journal entry was written quite late in a course, and,
although the first sentence indicates that the writer is understanding the
material, he goes on to say that only now is he ‘getting to grips with the
subject’.

At first the everyday forms of resistance may not appear to be
resisting, they are obviously not a revolution, small acts of resistance
do not have the goal of total social change but are concerned
with matters of local concern, but resistance can become part of a
larger struggle ... As the article by Scott has been interesting, clear
and thorough, this seminar was useful and finally I feel as though I'm
getting to grips with the subject.

Many students use a learning journal to experiment with writing, some-
times in a playful way. The writer of the following extract said that she used
her journal to try out different kinds of writing, or different ‘voices’, as she put
it. Notice how she uses quite ‘poetic’ language.

Nationhood

Reiterating a sense of belonging through everyone doing the same
thing, feeling the same thing at the same time. Transcending our
mortal selves and remembering ourselves as part of a big group that
is like us, that somehow understands us — even if only, or indeed
specifically, in the face of adversity. It's assumed that this nation
thing is so natural as if it’s always been there. Through identifying
with this intangible yet tangible community we become part of some-
thing big, part of something that gives us an identity and significance
that is greater than our little selves (or indeed the frustrating and
contradictory lives we lead).

TASK 11.4: Keeping a learning journal for one course

You may have been asked to keep some kind of learning journal for one or more of
your courses. If you have not been assigned a learning journal, or if you want to try
out a different way of keeping one, then we suggest you do so for a week as an
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experiment. As usual this task will be more interesting if you work with a fellow
student, so that you can discuss how it is going.

e Decide where you will write the journal — for example, in a book or a loose-leaf
folder. This will depend on whether you intend to hand-write, word process,
or both.

Think of the different activities connected with a particular course in the last
week. These may include readings, seminars, lectures, discussions and using
the Internet.

Take a reading, lecture or discussion and consider what you remember from it,
what difficulties it posed for you and what questions it raised.

Write as if you are writing a note to yourself or a friend. Remember that
the main reason for keeping a learning journal is to assist you in making your
own sense of a course.

If you keep up writing about a course for a few weeks, you will find it useful to look
back at what you have written, and especially at the ways that topics may have
been revisited and how your own ideas and understanding are evolving. It is a
good idea to write on one side only of your paper and use the blank pages to add
notes later on.

Reflecting on practical work

A practical group project often requires students to keep a learning log or
journal. This may have different sections, each written differently. In one
example of a small fieldwork project, students first had to keep a record of
their meetings and the decisions they made. They then had to write more
personally about the experience of carrying out the study. Towards the end
of the project they had to reflect on what they had learnt, in two ways: firstly
on how their practical work had helped them to understand more about the
theory of fieldwork research that they had learnt at the beginning of the
course; secondly, on what they had learnt about working in a group and how
they had each contributed.
Here is one student’s thoughts about group work:

I found the exchange of ideas, particularly at the beginning of the
project, very productive. Also improving diplomacy skills — when to
push an argument and when to accept someone else’s idea instead of
my own - was very useful. I did all of my report writing with another
member of the group and we discussed what the important issues
were and worked them into the text together.
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From journals to reflective essays

Sometimes a learning journal may be the basis for an essay. If you are doing
a professional course — for example, in the area of health and social work —
you will be required to write essays that bring together theory and practice:
to relate what you have learnt from experience in the field to theories that
you have learnt on your university-based course. You will need to relate
‘doing’ to ‘book learning’. This produces assignments that are different from
the standard essay. The reflective essay is a mixture of an academic and a
professional approach. On the one hand you may be expected to bring in
your personal experience of what happened in a particular case, while on the
other hand you have to make reference to theory, as if you were writing a
standard academic essay. So within one piece of work you have to move
between different kinds of writing. The next section is designed to help you
break down what is involved in writing a reflective essay. While the task is
particularly relevant for professional courses, it may also be useful for any
course that contains a practical element, such as a group project or
fieldwork.

The ‘learning cycle’ and different kinds of writing

Many professional courses make use of what is known as a ‘learning cycle’
(Kolb 1984). The idea is that on a professional course you can learn in different
ways at different stages, through different kinds of activities that are designed
to help you to integrate theory and practice. These stages comprise:

1 An actual, concrete experience — for example, an interview you have
carried out.

2 Your reflection on the experience, when you analyse and make sense of
the activity for yourself, and think about what you may have learnt
from it. For example, did the way you conducted the interview give
you the information you needed?

3 Generalizing, which involves placing what has happened in a wider
framework, typically based on your reading about the subject.

4 Application and planning — for example, when you plan an interview
you draw on your own experience of what an interview is like and on
ideas from reading about different types of interview. You may also
draw on an experience of an interview you have already done.

Learning from experience is assumed to involve all of these stages,
sometimes sequentially, sometimes together, and not necessarily in the same
sequence. For example, you might get taught a theory before engaging in
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fieldwork and need to return to it later. You might, however, begin with
practical work, the ‘experience’. Different kinds of learning can take place at
each of the stages in the learning cycle and each calls for its own kind of
writing.

TASK 11.5: Writing and the learning cycle

Take each of the stages in the learning cycle and write in a different way for each,
using an example of practice from your course. In these notes we will assume that it
is an interview you had to carry out, but you could adapt this for other activities.
Write in the following different ways, taking not more than 5 to 10 minutes for
each stage.

1 Experiencing

Write a short account of the event as if you are ‘in’ the experience: what happened
and what it felt like. You will need to write this as ‘personal narrative’, in the first
person using ‘I’. Don’t try to get everything exactly accurate at this point because
you are writing as if you yourself are very close to the event and your feelings are
also important. This account could well form a part of a learning journal entry.

2 Reflecting

Next put yourself at a distance from the event. You are still writing as ‘I’ in the
first person, but now you look back on the event and consider, ‘What does
this experience mean for me now?’ At this point you might also be trying to
analyse what went on in more detail — for example, by studying transcripts of the
interview.

e What was important or particularly relevant about the interview?

e What did it tell you about the person you were interviewing, the situation or
the issue?
What might you have done differently?

3 Generalizing

Writing in the third person try to think about this event in relation to other ideas
and readings. For example, you might write briefly about what two writers have
said regarding the social issue that your interview referred to; or maybe about what
has been written on the issues associated with conducting such interviews.

*  Where does this experience fit?
e What framework can you find to make sense of it?
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4 Application and planning

Finally, write some guidance notes to a student on your course about how to
conduct interviews, and what issues might arise. This time you will write in the
second person, addressing your reader as ‘you’ and the exercise will further clarify
issues about the process for you. You might also want to refer to these notes later
for further work.

Now look back at what you have written and (preferably with a friend)
consider the following questions:

e What did writing each stage feel like for you, the writer?

e What kind of vocabulary did you use? Did you use a personal or impersonal
style?
Did you use a different kind of ‘I or ‘writing self’ for each stage?
What was your sense of the different audience for each piece of writing?
What have you learnt from doing this exercise?

What if your learning journal is assessed?

Although we have been looking at learning journals as a form of exploratory
writing, they are sometimes used as an assessed part of a course and will there-
fore be graded. In this case you also have to think of the journal as a final
product, and the guidelines for it will be more detailed and prescriptive than
for a journal written primarily for yourself as a learning tool. Students can
find writing a journal for grading causes problems because it is difficult to be
genuinely exploratory in your own way while at the same time trying to think
about what is expected of you for assessment. At this point the tutor feels to
you less like a ‘sympathetic’ reader and more like a ‘judge’. How, for instance,
can you say you ‘don’t understand’ when the whole aim of a course is that you
should? This is a problem that course designers often acknowledge themselves
about learning journals and therefore they may set work that relates to the
learning journal rather than formally assess the whole journal directly. For
example, one course asks students to draw on their journals in order to write
a reflective essay at the end of the course — something students find very
difficult to do if they haven’t kept their journals up to date! Another course
asks students to submit selected extracts from their journals along with a final
evaluation of both the journal and their learning on the course. On yet
another course the journal has to be submitted along with other coursework
but is not itself actually assessed.

Sometimes, however, the journal is assessed directly. If this is the case then
you will need to follow any guidelines you are given and check with the tutor,
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if you can, about any difficulties you may have with what may be an
unfamiliar kind of writing. Try not to get anxious about this. In the end, it
is probably best for you to keep to the principle that learning journals are
intended for you to explore course material and processes in your own way.
Tutors want you to be honest and want to see how you have created your
own route through the course - this is why they set a learning journal for
assessment in the first place. It is therefore a good idea to write your journal on
the assumption that the reader is interested in your own learning and ideas.

A final reflection

Throughout this book we have been asking you to think about how you write
and how you learn, and we have stressed the relationship between writing and
learning. You learn through the very act of writing, and the more conscious
you are of what you are doing when you write, the better you will write and
learn. We end with a task that asks you to write a reflective piece about your
experience of reading and making use of this guide to writing at university.

Task 12.5: Reflecting on your experience of this book

Take a few moments to think back over this book. It is unlikely that you have simply
read it through from beginning to end, so you may want to choose one particular
topic, chapter or approach. Write about your thoughts on what you have chosen,
as if writing an entry for a learning journal. Now read over what you have written.
Underline three or four words or phrases that seem significant to you. Write about
each of these in turn for a few minutes. Now look over what you have written and
try to sum up something that you have learnt from the book that you could say to
another person.

This task should help you to start to organize and elaborate your ideas,
and to get a sense of what is useful for you in the book at this moment.
Thinking back on the whole book should also help you to recall and perhaps
reuse some of its ideas. This kind of reflection is typical of the use of learning
journals, and the task is another example of how you can use writing to learn.
Whatever writing for university you have to do, we hope that the range of
ideas and strategies we have suggested will help you to tackle different kinds of
assignments with greater confidence and understanding. Remember that writ-
ing is an integral part of the process of learning at university. As you develop
your understanding of what you have to do, you will find it easier to write for
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the range of courses and subject areas that you will encounter during your
studies. In the process, you will learn to adapt yourself as a writer to writing at
university.

Notes

Writing for learning can be as important as writing for assessment.

Don't forget, you can keep a learning journal even if it is not a requirement for
your course.

Writing a learning journal involves a different kind of thinking from essay or
report writing.

Exploratory writing gives you the space for personal reflections on your aca-
demic courses.

Reflective writing helps you relate theory to practice.
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T, use of, 31, 97, 98-100, 108
identity, 95, 98, 173
introduction, 31

writing the, 109-14, 129
introductions, comparing, 114

jargon, 14
journal entry,166

key elements of university writing,
32-3

key words, 40
academic, 40-1
disadvantages of, 41

knowing, ways of, 33

language experiences, 4
learning

cycle, 176

from feedback, 135-9

to make sense, 1

the subject, 6

writing and, 1
learning journals, 164-80
learning log, 9
lecture notes, 34
lectures, 9, 23
linguistic history, 4

main body of essay, 35, 110
meaning, 139
of terms, 15
through reading, 66
mind map(s), 38, 62, 80, 90, 91,
92
from reading, 60, 62-3

note taking and reading, 58-60

opinions, your, 95, 97, 100
organizing writing, 76
outline, 78, 81

paragraphs, 5, 127, 134

paraphrasing, 64

‘parrot writing’, 96

patchwork writer, 77

personal, 29, 95
engagement, 95
experience, 33, 105
perspective, 101
writing, 100-8

photocopying, 55-6

plagiarism, 63

plan, 76, 80, 92

practice writing, 15-18, 77

projects, 155-6

publications, getting hold of, 55

punctuation, 2, 127-32
grammar and, 124

question, answer, 39, 51




questions
asking, 33-4
generating, 13, 20-2
to ask tutor, 31
quotes, 64, 69-70

redrafting, 11, 117-18
reader, 6, 15, 134
editing for, 118
reading, 11
academic texts, 52
aloud, 125, 134
‘analytic’, 68, 72
approaching, 53-4
environment, 54
different ways of, 52
‘fitting together’, 67
global, 59
making mind maps from, 60-2
and note taking, 58-60
other students’ work, 70-3
strategies, 69
thinking about, 56-8
working with, 56
and writing, 74
your work, 70-4
reference in texts, 132-3
references, recording, 66-7, 74
referencing, 11, 63-5
and plagiarism, 11, 63
systems, 65
websites, 161-2
reflective essays, 176
reorganizing your work, 120-2
report, 142
report writing, 151-4
rereading,
review, 146
reviewing your work, 117-19, 123
rhythm of writing, 9

secondary sources, 34, 105
self-help group, 3, 12
seminar paper, 149
seminars, 12, 23
semicolons, 129-30
sentences, 5, 126

long, 55, 130

short, 57
sentence structure, 2

shaping writing, 75-80
signpost(s), 134
skim reading, 53
speaking and writing, 7
spider diagram, 21, 38, 60, 80
standard English, 2
structure

and argument, 35

structures in university writing, 82-6

summarizing, 60, 64, 83
summary sentences, 60
summary writing, 83

talking for writing, 6-7
terminology, 24, 29
terms, meaning of, 15
texts, different, 58
themes

connecting, 126

developing argument from, 89-92

thinking, 25
title, 11

analyzing, 50-1
titles, comparing, 33-4
topics

connecting, 125

developing argument from, 89-92

tutor, 28-30, 38

comments, 137

questions to, 33

talking with, 137
tutorial presentation, 147
tutors’ written comments, 137

unpacking assignments, 27-31
university study, you and, 13-15

visual texts, 162-3

web, 140
as resource for writing, 158-9
evaluating, 159-61, 162
word processing, 10-11

words, your own, 15, 42, 44, 48, 50, 60, 94

writing blocks, 7-8

writing, different kinds, 140-59
writing, personal, 100-7
writing, rhythm of, 9

writing, types of, 5, 12, 25
writing, ways of, 25-6
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