
UNIT  3

Writing at University

Learning
Support Materials

Module   SS101

Study Skills



Writing at University

Page 1 SS101 (rev 1.0)

Unit  3

STUDY SKILLS

WRITING AT UNIVERSITY

AIMS:

to help you to develop a style and strategies for academic writing.



Writing at University

Page 2 SS101 (rev 1.0)

University of Paisley
DISTANCE LEARNING UNIT

High Street, Paisley, PA1 2BE

Scotland, UK

Published 20 January, 1999

© 1997 University of Paisley

The copyright of certain items in this unit may belong to other parties.

Details are given in the  Module Introduction.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,

without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Designed by Distance Learning Unit

ISBN : 0904 391 752

This text forms part of an electronically supported

distance learning course.

Further information on the Open Learning Programmes available from the

University of Paisley may be obtained by contacting the

Distance Learning Unit, University of Paisley,

High Street, Paisley, Scotland, UK, PA1 2BE

http://www-dlu.paisley.ac.uk/



Writing at University

Page 3 SS101 (rev 1.0)

Objectives

When you have completed this unit, you should be able to:

• distinguish between essays and reports,

• state what a lecturer is looking for in an essay,

• break down a question to help you write an appropriate answer,

• quote appropriately from textbooks, avoiding plagiarism and using appropriate
referencing conventions,

• recognise an essay based on argument and prepare appropriate arguments for your
own essays,

• identify features of appropriate academic tone, both generally and for your own
subject area(s),

• identify common pitfalls in writing,

• list the components of a report, both generally and for your own subject area(s).



Writing at University

Page 5 SS101 (rev 1.0)

Overview

In order to demonstrate that you have learned something, there is a
strong chance that you will have to do some writing. Essays and re-
ports are frequently used to assess students’ work and it is important
to know what you are required to do.  This unit shows the differences
between essays and reports and also addresses the features of aca-
demic writing that are common to both, such as referencing
conventions and tone of writing.

Many students struggle with writing because they do not answer the
question asked, particularly in the case of essays where a clear ar-
gument is usually expected. This unit shows how to break down
questions so that you can start to plan an answer - and how to avoid
simply writing lists and instead produce a coherent argument that runs
from the beginning of the essay to the end.

Reports are more factually based and are broken up into sections and
subsections. An argument will not necessarily be required, but some
reports do ask for recommendations. The key point is to be clear
about your terms of reference (the objectives and scope of the report)
and to meet them.

Common pitfalls in writing are identified with examples, including
spelling, grammar, punctuation. These issues are picked up in more
detail in unit 4.
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Point to Ponder

Before you start…..

How do you feel about writing? For example, do you like it or dislike
it? Do you have particular problems, such as writing an introductory
paragraph - or spelling? Write down your thoughts below and once
you have done a bit of writing, come back to this page and see
whether you have changed your mind.

How I feel about writing:
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1. Writing

Examples of the sorts of issues that people bring up in answer to the
question on the previous page are:

I just don’t seem to be able to get started.

I hate writing – it’s a real struggle. I’d much rather talk to someone
about what I’ve found out.

I don’t find writing too difficult- but I’m very slapdash and if I don’t
check it over carefully I find I’ve written a lot of rubbish.

They tell me I can’t structure my essays  properly, but I don’t know
what that means.

As in the other units, this unit will encourage you to develop an ap-
proach to writing that suits your own learning style. You will find
suggestions to cope with the typical problems that people have with
writing. It will also be useful for you to think about the problems other
people have; you may be able to support fellow students in a writing
group, for instance.

1.1 Introduction

Some students really enjoy writing as it is an opportunity to show that
you know something.  Others find it a chore.  You might be surprised
to hear that your lecturers are much the same.  Some would happily
spend their time locked away in a room writing all day and others
would prefer to speak to an audience or do some experiments. But
everyone in academic life has to write something at some stage.
Writing fulfils two important functions:

• for many people, it is only when they have to write about
something that the real learning begins,

• whether the above is true for you or not, writing is your
main evidence that you have learned something.

Writing can be broken down into a set of skills and procedures that
can be practised.  This unit encourages you to do this practice.  It
should also provide a useful set of guidelines when you come to do
your assignments.

1.2 Objectives

When you have completed this section you should be able to:
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• suggest ways of overcoming common problems and pit-
falls in writing,

• identify the type of written assignment required of you
(short answers, essay or report).

1.3 Purpose of Writing Assignments

Before you read on, you might want to spend a moment or so thinking
about the reasons most academic courses give you written assign-
ments to do.

Writing can:

• reinforce and consolidate learning – it is very often
the case that until you are forced to write about some-
thing, you don't really know how much you actually know
about the subject.  Having to write about a particular
subject will force you to consider what you have learned
and what you still need to learn,

• demonstrate your knowledge and understanding –
assignments give you the opportunity to demonstrate
that you have understood the concepts and theories
taught on your course and can apply them to the real
situation.  This is good practice for you in the future when
you are required to explain and present arguments at
work.  You will also be able to see for yourself the rele-
vance and application of what you have been studying,

• provide opportunities for evaluation of learning – a
written assignment gives your tutor the opportunity to
identify and correct any gaps in your understanding of
the subject.  Thus, assignments are very useful progress
indicators both for you and your tutor.  Feedback from
your tutor is an important factor in your ability to improve
your learning and writing.

1.4 Problems with Writing

This unit emphasises solutions rather than problems, but it is worth
thinking about some of the typical difficulties that students have.

The problems are presented as a checklist, in case you want to iden-
tify any that you might have yourself.  What advice might you have
for people with these problems?
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Problems with the process of writing:

I can't get started. r

I hate rewriting anything I've written already. r

Problems with relevant writing

I don't answer the question properly. r

I keep going off the point. r

It doesn't read like ‘academic’ writing. r

Problems with using other people's ideas

I find it hard to put things into my own words. r

I don't know what to do with all this material. r

Problems with presentation

I have problems with spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc.
r

I don't know what they expect from me. r

It doesn't look right. r

There will be more detailed comments on all these points throughout
the unit.  But here are some immediate observations.

1.5 The Process of Writing

Writing depends on you being both creative and critical.  If you try to
be both at the same time it can cause blocks.

To overcome a writing block, try one of the following:

• write down all the points you want to mention as they
come into your head – and don't put them into the right
order until a day or so later,

• write down what you know already about the subject,
then identify any gaps in your knowledge,

• leave the introduction until last,

• make a mind-map (see Unit 2),
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• talk to someone else about your ideas,

• use the outlining facility of a word-processing package
(eg, Word) to start you off.

People are different in the ways they can get started.  Some people
like to plan carefully before they write anything; others like to find out
what they are thinking by writing a draft for themselves that no-one
else sees.

It is a good idea to leave your rewriting until a later date.  You are
then using the critical part of your brain rather than the creative part.
This means you have to plan your time appropriately to allow for
more than one draft.

1.6 Relevant Writing

Not answering the question is one of the most common pitfalls of stu-
dent writing.  Writing a very good answer to a question that wasn't set
will gain you no marks at all.  We will keep coming back to this point
when we look at each of the types of writing you may be asked to do.
For now, try the following exercise:

Exercise

Most assignments will have words that contain key instructions.  The
following is a list of key instruction words:

a) discuss

b) compare

c) evaluate

d) describe

e) illustrate

f) contrast

g) criticise

Read through the following explanations.  Now, using the list of key
words above, assign one key instruction to each of the explanations.

1) appraise or assess the worth of something,

2) explain the differences;  explain the distinction between,
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3) examine or argue;  give reasons for and against,
4) give your opinion;  make a judgement about the concept of,

5) describe an example;  or – using a figure, explain,

6) look for similarities and differences,

7) give a detailed account;  explain.

Answer

1 = (c)    2 = (f)    3 = (a)    4 = (g)    5 = (e)    6 = (b)    7= (d)

Sometimes, there will be three or four different parts to a question. If
this is the case, you must make sure that you have answered all
parts.  The next exercise is an example of a question that contains
three parts.

In some cases, particularly in assignments that require short answers,
individual marks are awarded to each part of the question. This allo-
cation of marks can be extremely useful in determining how much
time and effort you should spend on each part of the assignment.

When answering an assignment question, therefore, you need to:

• read and re-read the question thoroughly before making
a start on the assignment,

• allocate appropriate time and effort to the various parts
of the assignment

• refer back to the question throughout your assignment to
make sure that you are on the right track and have not
strayed from the precise wording of the question.  Having
a copy of the question in front of you (pinned to the wall
or clearly positioned on your desk) will help.

Now try the following exercise.
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Exercise

Having completed the first exercise, consider the following
assignment question.

Leaders are born and not made.

Discuss this statement with reference to your own experience.
Evaluate the role of education in improving leadership performance.
Suggest three forms of management training that would be beneficial
in improving leadership performance.

This assignment contains three parts but provides no information on
how many marks will be allocated to each part.  The key instructions
are 'discuss', 'evaluate' and 'suggest'.  These three words and your
understanding of them are crucial in answering all three parts of this
question.

By breaking the question into parts and highlighting the instructions,
you will see exactly what the question is asking:

• discuss this statement with reference to your own experience,

• evaluate the role of education in improving leadership
performance,

• suggest three forms of management training that would be
beneficial in improving leadership performance.

Breaking the assignment down into parts will help you to formulate
the question better in your own mind and structure your answer.  Use
a highlighter and highlight the key words.  This way, you will keep
yourself focused on the actual requirements of the question.

1.7 The Use of Other People’s Ideas

For most academic essays or reports, you will depend on material
from other writers.  If you do not acknowledge the fact that you are
using other writers, you are plagiarising.  It is wrong to take someone
else's work and pass it off as your own and university lecturers and
tutors have been asked to be very strict about this.
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1.7.1 Ways to Avoid Plagiarism
Use your own words as much as possible. When making notes
from books, lectures, electronic media or other sources, try to put the
main point into your own words, eg:

• close the book and don't look at it again until you have
summarised the key points yourself (if you're tempted to
open the book again, sit on it!),

• try to remember the main points of the lecture or elec-
tronic text, write them down and then check any notes
you took.

Acknowledge ideas and direct speech from other people. Aca-
demic writing always uses other people's ideas as background or
evidence for the new piece of work. It saves people having to redis-
cover ideas all the time. If you use someone else's idea, then say so.
If you use their direct speech (the actual words they wrote) then you
must put it in inverted commas.

Use referencing conventions.  Different subject areas might use
different conventions for using references. For example, you might
see either:

The ideas originated with Smith2  who ran three test experiments.

The ideas originated with Smith (1998) who ran three test experi-
ments.

The second example is now the more usual – the Harvard Method –
and is the one used in this module.  But check with your lecturers,
tutors or department to see what is expected in your own subject.

1.7.2 The Harvard Method of Referencing
There are various ways in which you can acknowledge the source of
the writing. The following are some examples:

Indirect referencing – here you acknowledge the source of the writ-
ing by putting it into your own words. For example:
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Occasionally a writer will challenge the prevailing methodologies.
Buzan (1989), for instance, believes that linear note-taking does not
follow the natural patterns of the brain.  Buzan's mind-maps make
non-linear connections between ideas.

Direct quotation – if you only want to refer to a few words, then ac-
knowledge the source and put the exact words in quotation marks:

The advice that Ellis and Hopkins (1985) give about the use of refer-
ence material stress the need to use evidence to support your
statements.  This evidence, they suggest, might come in the form of
‘a survey, statistics, or a quotation from a recognised authority’.

On the other hand, you might want to refer to a longer passage.  In
this case, you should indent it from your main text:

Until students understand the specific academic use of the word ‘ar-
gument’, they are unable to participate fully in the academic
community. Nightingale (1988) points to research that suggests that
this lack of participation is at the heart of the ‘literacy’ problem:

‘They discovered that there was, in fact, little need for sim-
plistic remedial programmes aimed at usage, mechanics or
spelling, or even developing syntactic sophistication.  There
were, however, serious deficiencies in students' higher order
skills such as their capacity to analyse information critically
and to extend their argument beyond the kinds of platitude
used by the public media.’

It is only when students try to cope with these problems that their
writing becomes incoherent.

Note that in all these examples, the convention is to give the author
and the date of publication.  At the end of your essay or report you
must give the full source.  Using the Harvard method, these refer-
ences would appear as follows:

REFERENCES

Buzan, T (1989) Use Your Head, BBC Books,

Ellis, R and Hopkins, K (1985) How to Succeed in Written Work and
Study, Collins,
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Nightingale, P (1988) ‘Language and Learning:  A Bibliographical Es-
say’ in  G Taylor et al (eds) Literacy by Degrees SRHE/Open
University Press.

The references are presented in alphabetical order according to the
surname of the author.  If you are unable to use italics for the title of a
book or journal, then it is acceptable to underline it.  Note that indi-
vidual articles are not italicised – you can, however, put inverted
commas round them though not everybody does.

Until you are confident about using references, it is a good idea to see
how it is done in academic textbooks and follow the style.  Remem-
ber, though, that if your department wants you to use a
particular style, that is the one you should follow.

1.7.3 Referencing from Electronic Sources
With an increased use of the Internet, students frequently want to re-
fer to websites or correspondence. The basis for advice is to try to
keep as close to the Harvard method as you can and add relevant
information that might help your reader to find it. Walker (1997) adds
the version or file number, the document date or date of last revision,
the address and the date of access.

Here is an example of a link that might be quoted:

Walker, J ‘Columbia Online Style: MLA-Style Citations of Electronic
Sources’.Vers.1.2 Rev.11/97.

http://www/cas/usf.edu.english/walker/mlahtml (18 March 1998)

1.8 Presentation

We all know how important first impressions can be, and this is par-
ticularly true of your writing.   Your reader will expect it to ‘look’ like an
academic piece of writing.  This includes being accurate for spelling,
grammar, punctuation, use of vocabulary and sentence structure.
However, a whole unit has been devoted to English language and for
now we'll just say that you should leave these issues to the final draft
of your writing – and then consider them very carefully indeed.

When you write your final draft, you should have your reader in mind.
What will your document look like?  Here are some tips.

• use a wordprocessor or typewriter to produce the final
version of your work.  If this is not possible, make sure
that your handwriting is neat and tidy,

• use standard A4 size paper,
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• have a clear title page which includes your name, your
course and subject, the date and for whom the assign-
ment is intended – and, of course, an appropriate title,

• number your pages,

• use double spacing to make reading easier,

• provide space for the reader's comments by leaving wide
margins,

• don't write to the very bottom of the page;  leave about
10 cm.  This will also be useful for comments,

• include a list of contents to help your reader understand
the structure of your work.  A separate list of any dia-
grams, tables or graphs should be included if necessary,

• make sure that the pages are firmly bound together,

• keep a copy of your own work,

• follow any specific instructions about layout or presenta-
tion, eg, the use of numbered headings, referencing
conventions,

• use a spell-checker and a grammar checker if you can
understand it.  (This is covered in unit 4.)

• proof-read carefully to pick up small mistakes and typo-
graphical errors,

• make sure you have followed the instructions:  if you
were asked for a report, don't hand in an essay.

1.9 Short Answers, Essays and Reports

If you are in any doubt about the format that is expected, then don't
be afraid to ask. Many assignments will, however, state clearly what
they are looking for. For example:

• Write an essay of 2000 words discussing the proposition
that funding should be directed towards preventive
health care.

• Write a two-page report on the conduct and results of
your experiment.

• Answer the following questions. Each is worth five
marks.
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• You have three months to do this project at the end of
which you will be expected to hand in a dissertation of
5000-6000 words.

If the form of the writing is not explicitly stated, there may be clues in
the wording.  For example:

Short answers

If the questions are very simple factual questions based on recall of
the material (for example, without analysis), then probably short an-
swers are all you could write.

Marks allocated to answers can give a hint as to their length.  You
would expect to write twice as much for 20% as you would for 10%.
Remember that marks are not always expressed in percentages and
take this into account in your calculations.

Short answers are often what is expected in a case study approach.
Here you are expected to show that you can understand and interpret
a case study that is presented to you.  A case study is simply a long
example that illustrates the principles you have been studying.  How-
ever, some lecturers might present a case study as background
material for an essay or report, so do read the instructions carefully.

Essays

Essays usually contain a discussion or ‘argument’ – and this is hinted
at in the key instructions which are words such as ‘discuss’, ‘analyse’,
‘evaluate’, etc.   Essays do not normally contain lists.  They are much
more ‘flowing’ than reports and the main argument or thesis should be
clear from beginning to end.

Reports

Reports are always written for a very specific purpose.  The purpose
and scope of the report are often expressed in ‘terms of reference’.
For example:  ‘Your terms of reference are to report on the conditions
in universities and make recommendations to the Government on the
future of Higher Education.’  Reports tend to be factual and look much
more broken up than essays as they are subdivided into headings and
subheadings.

Longer pieces of writing

Project reports, theses and dissertations are longer formal pieces of
writing – typically 5000 words and upwards.  This means that they
have to be carefully organised into sections or even chapters to en-
sure that they are clear.  They are, therefore, more like reports than
essays in appearance, but they may contain some pieces of argument
as well.  They are the result of a detailed investigation and have a
broader scope than more simple reports.
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1.10 Self Assessment Questions

1) What broad kinds of problem do people have with writing?

2) How would you advise a friend who came to you with the following problems:

•  (a) ‘I’m in big trouble. My lecturer says I’ve plagiarised. I
didn’t realise that the words I was using were identical to
what was in the textbook. How can I avoid this in future?’

• (b) ‘My lecturer said I didn’t answer the question. What
do you think I did wrong?’

• (c) ‘How should I present the books in my “references”
section?’

3) Look at the following topics. Which are more likely to require an essay style, which short answers and
which a report style of answer?

(a) Read Appendix 5: ‘Acme Products Introduces Total Quality Man-
agement’:

• why did Acme feel the need to introduce TQA? (6
marks),

• trace the steps used to introduce the scheme. (4 marks),

• what advice would you give to the Chairman now? (15
marks).

(b) Terms of reference: to investigate the accident that took place in
February and make recommendations to the management about
avoidance for the future.

(c) Compare and contrast two approaches to sewage disposal.

(d) ‘The medium is the message.’ (McLuhan) Discuss this statement
with reference to recent television broadcasting.
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(e) Write up your findings from the three laboratory sessions.

f) How should we assess students?
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1.11 Learning Outcomes

Having completed this section, you should be able to:

• avoid the pitfalls that spoil many students’ writing.
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1.12 Self Assessment Answers

1) What broad kinds of problem do people have with writing?

Answer

The suggestions given here were problems with:

• process of writing,

• relevant writing,

• use of other people's ideas,

• presentation.

You may have had other ideas. This could be a good discussion topic
for yourself and other students. Or you might want to ask your lecturer
or tutor about typical problems encountered with students' writing.

2) How would you advise a friend who came to you with the following problems:

•  (a) ‘I’m in big trouble. My lecturer says I’ve plagiarised. I
didn’t realise that the words I was using were identical to
what was in the textbook. How can I avoid this in future?’

• (b) ‘My lecturer said I didn’t answer the question. What
do you think I did wrong?’

• (c) ‘How should I present the books in my “references”
section?’

Answer

(a) This problem is probably related to the way the student has been
taking notes – simply copying them from the textbook.  The student
could be recommended to rewrite the notes without looking at them,
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to acknowledge sources used and to use appropriate referencing con-
ventions.

(b) It is likely that the student did not follow the instruction properly
and should pay more attention to key instruction words in future.

(c) If the student is following the Harvard Method of referencing, the
list should be in alphabetical order and set out:

Surname, Initial (date),Title of book, Publisher.

The title of the book should be in italics or underlined.  An article
should not be in italics but the title of the book or journal should be.

3) Look at the following topics. Which are more likely to require an essay style, which short answers and
which a report style of answer?

(a) Read Appendix 5: ‘Acme Products Introduces Total Quality Man-
agement’:

• why did Acme feel the need to introduce TQA? (6
marks),

• trace the steps used to introduce the scheme. (4 marks),

• what advice would you give to the Chairman now? (15
marks).

(b) Terms of reference: to investigate the accident that took place in
February and make recommendations to the management about
avoidance for the future.

(c) Compare and contrast two approaches to sewage disposal.

(d) ‘The medium is the message.’ (McLuhan) Discuss this statement
with reference to recent television broadcasting.

(e) Write up your findings from the three laboratory sessions.

(f) How should we assess students?

Answer

(a) Short answers.  This is a typical case study approach.  Note that
the third part requires a longer answer with some analysis, and this
could be treated as a mini-essay.
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(b) Report

(c) Essay

(d) Essay

(e) Report

(f)  Most likely an essay, but it could be a report.  It would probably
have more explicit terms of reference – for example, it might be an
investigation into current methods of assessment to determine rec-
ommendations for the future.
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2. Essay Writing

2.1 Introduction

Students often express their problems in writing essays in one of the
following ways:

• It’s such a daunting task - I keep putting it off,

• I really don’t know what the lecturers expect.

You won’t be able to say either of these things after you have worked
through this unit! The task of essay writing is one that can easily be
broken down into smaller more manageable sub-tasks - and this sec-
tion also tells you exactly what lecturers are looking for in an essay.

2.2 Objectives

When you have completed this section, you should be able to:

• plan your time for writing an essay,

• state what a lecturer is looking for in an essay,

• break down a question to help you write an appropriate
answer,

• use textbooks to provide evidence, avoiding plagiarism
and using appropriate referencing conventions,

• recognise an essay based on argument and prepare ap-
propriate arguments for your own essays,

• identify features of appropriate academic tone, both gen-
erally and for your own subject area(s).

2.3 Stages for Writing an Essay

The following are suggested stages for writing an essay. Note that
they do not all have to be completed on the same day. In fact, your
essay will benefit from being written over several days (if not weeks).

• analyse the question,

• plan your approach,
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• gather and sort information,

• structure your essay,

• write your first draft,

• check your essay for coherence and relevance,

• check your spelling, sentence structure and punctuation,

• write your final draft,

• proof-read your final draft.

We will now take a brief look at each.

Analyse the Question

Allow yourself time to understand the question and make sure you
know:

• the topic - what it is about,

• the focus - what the scope is, the limitations,

• the key instruction - what you have been asked to do.

Keep going back to the question.

Plan Your Approach

It is probably worth thinking about your essay structure even before
you start your reading. Think about the implications of the question
and how this might affect your planning. This will help you to focus
your reading. You can always change your plan later. Most essays
have an argument which can be traced throughout. What is yours
likely to be?

Some people like to return to plan their essay briefly, some want
more detail and some don’t plan until after their first draft. Go with
what feels most comfortable.

Gather and Sort Information

Look for information which specifically relates to the question rather
than trying to read a whole book. Any information you are going to
use in your essay is evidence. It should be used to support state-
ments which you yourself are making. Think about what you are going
to quote directly and what you are going to put into your own words.

Structure your Essay
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Does the information you have gathered and sorted ‘fit in’ with your
rough plan, whether it is a mental or written down one? Perhaps the
following will force you to rethink your ideas - if so, you should go
back to the question to make sure you’re still on target to answer it.

Write Your First Draft

Your first draft might be very rough. If you are still unsure of the se-
quence of your themes, you could write each paragraph on a separate
sheet and then fit them together later. If you do this, you will need to
make sure that you include links between the themes. The main thing
is to get words on paper; you can always polish them up later.

Check Your Essay for Coherence and Relevance

Check that you have a logical sequence and that the connections are
clearly made between the different parts of your essay. For instance,
your conclusion should be the result of the arguments put forward in
your essay and should resolve the problem that was explained at the
beginning of your essay.

Check Your Spelling, Sentence Structure and Punctuation

If you are a computer user, you should use the spell-checking and
thesaurus facilities. Use unit 4 of this module to help you to under-
stand the grammar checker.

Write Your Final Draft

Make sure that your final draft is neatly laid out. Use wide margins,
well-spaced paragraphs, neat handwriting and do not add any pen
marks which are not appropriate. (See section 1.8.)

Proof-read your Final Draft

Proof-reading your final draft may seem like an unnecessary task.
However, even reading it over at this stage you will almost inevitably
find slips of the pen, missing words and punctuation errors. It is im-
portant, therefore, that you take the time to proof-read your final
draft.

2.4 Essays: What are Lecturers Looking For?

 Lecturers expect you to:

• answer the question,

• show you have read the books,

• provide an argument,

• present your writing well.
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We will now look at each in turn.

2.4.1 Answer the Question
Try to break down the question into the following parts:

• topic - this is the main subject being considered,

• focus - how that subject is narrowed down, eg, is a par-
ticular time period being considered; are only some
aspects of the subject to be covered; what limits are
there on what you have to write?

• instruction - are you asked to discuss, compare, ex-
plain, evaluate?  If you are asked to compare two things
and only mention one of them, you will not have an-
swered the question. Most questions hint at an
argument.

Essay Topic - Discuss the view that learning is a change in
behaviour.

Main topic:    learning

Focus:          change in behaviour

Instruction:    discuss

A student who had been studying behaviourism might think ‘Oh, it’s
about behaviour - I’ll write an account of behaviourism’. But if the
student did not specifically refer to a change in behaviour, the answer
would not be acceptable.

Some topics may not be as simple or as clearly defined as the one
above. Consider the following example:
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Essay topic:  To what extent has Scotland moved towards being a
‘learning society’?

Main topic:    ‘learning society’

Focus:          Scotland and its progress towards being a ‘learning 
        society’.

Instruction:    the extent to which Scotland has moved towards being
a          ‘learning society’. This would involve deciding what a 

         ‘learning society’ was and finding evidence for and     
         against Scotland’s progress.

The following is an example for you to try:

Essay Topic - Evaluate the argument that the UK needs a better
educated workforce if it is to succeed in the twenty-first century.

Main topic:

Focus:

Instruction:

2.4.2 Show You Have Read the Books
Though you are writing an original essay, you do have to let the lec-
turer see that you have read the books. This can be a fine balancing
act. There are two ways of approaching it - a right and a wrong way:

WRONG The student tries to drag the essay out of the books, 
taking a bit from here and a bit from there. Quota-

tions are put in at random and the lecturer is left to work
out what the main argument is.

RIGHT The student has a clear argument, which does build
on what other people   have said but uses books as
evidence for this argument. Any quotations or refer-
ences to ideas are properly integrated with the
student’s own thoughts and any quotation used is
properly justified.
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The example below uses the Harvard Method of referencing intro-
duced in section 1. Note that the student supports the argument
through both direct and indirect referencing - see underlined sections.

It is ironic that the word ‘dyslexia’ is itself difficult to define and pin
down. The last thing students with dyslexia need is a condition that
cannot be easily placed. Finding appropriate places for letters, words,
numbers, memories or things is perhaps one definition of the condi-
tion - but not the only one.  Even the word ‘dyslexia’ is subject to
quibbling. The Warnock Report (DES 1978) recommended that a
preferred term be ‘specific learning difficulties in reading, writing and
spelling’; however, this expression can prove confusing to students
and their parents and it is important not to expend too much concern
on the actual label (Crombie 1994). It is not always easy to avoid this
concern, however. One of the students in the study said: ‘All this
about specific learning difficulties is just pretentious nonsense. I’m
dyslexic, and that’s all there is to it.’

Remember that you are the writer of your essay. Your quotations or
summaries are being used as evidence for your position. If you copy
word for word without acknowledgement (or even just change a few
words) you are plagiarising. The university takes this very seriously
and some students have even been suspended for doing this. See
section 1 for the Harvard Method of referencing.

2.4.3 Provide an Argument
The conclusions of your essay should not be a surprise. Everything
should have been leading up to them. Here are some hints for a typi-
cal structure:

• beginning - introductory sentence about the topic,
making reference to the issues in the question. The main
themes suggested by this topic. How you are going to
approach the topic. What would count as evidence for a
specific problem being addressed?

• middle - first theme, explaining why it is being dealt with
first. Why this is an important issue and evidence for
any claims you are making about it. Second theme,
linked to the first theme, eg, secondly or in contrast.
Third theme...etc.

• end - summarise main points, restate arguments or refer
back to the original question. Make recommendations if
appropriate, ie, if the question instructed you to.
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2.4.4 Present Your Writing Well
If you follow the advice in this module, your final version will be the
one where you have added all the polish. Check for: spelling, sen-
tence structure, agreement between singular and plural, accuracy.
Check that any departmental regulations are met, eg, how does your
department want a Bibliography or set of References to be laid out?
Provide a clear title page with your own name, module title, your tu-
tor’s/lecturer’s name and the date as well as a title for your essay.

At this stage, it is also appropriate to think about the tone of your
writing. If you have had your reader in mind throughout the writing,
then the essay will have the appropriate tone for a piece of formal
academic writing. However, some people prefer to write roughly and
informally to start with and add the tone at the ‘polishing’ stage.

Academic writing, in general, has the two following features.

Objectivity

The language tends to be as neutral as possible. In many cases
(though not all) this means that the word ‘I’ is not used. So instead of
saying ‘I measured the fluid’ you will say ‘the fluid was measured’.
This construction also uses the ‘passive voice’ of the verb.

Active The dog ate the bone.

Passive The bone was eaten.

Formality

As well as avoiding ‘I’ and all the related words such as ‘me’, ‘my’,
etc, students should avoid ‘you’ in their writing.

In some subjects, they would also prefer you not to say ‘we’. So it is
worth getting into the habit of avoiding these constructions altogether.

Other informal language to avoid are abbreviations, slang and over-
used expressions that you might see in popular newspapers or maga-
zines.

Exercise

The following are two short essays written by two different people on
the same subject. Which one do you think is better and why?

Subject :  Is the availability of the World Wide Web (WWW) in public
libraries a bad thing?  Discuss in the light of the Fawcett article.
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Essay No.1
The Fawcett article on the availability of the WWW raises some
interesting points:

Firstly, the British public have become more interested in electronic
media and many British homes now have computers. Playing
computers is a favourite activity of British children and is now more
popular than watching TV. Ten years ago, not many children played
with computers.

Secondly, there has been a huge surge in the marketing of computer
products and more and more retailers are helping to boost sales by
selling computers. This has made computers even more popular.
Libraries, therefore, are just providing what people want.

Thirdly, people who can’t afford to buy their own computers should be
able to go somewhere where they can see what the WWW is about,
otherwise they will be behind everyone else.

Fourthly, the people that will use the service that the library provides
will be poorer people. These people may not be able to afford the
price charged by the library.

Is the introduction of the WWW into the public library a bad thing?
Well, there are lots of good things about it such as the information
that people will be able to get and a good environment with people to
help you use it and it may encourage people that wouldn’t normally
come into a library to come in.

Some of the bad points are that young children may be able to see
things they shouldn’t be able to see. It can take so long to find what
you want on the WWW that your money could be done before you
have found what you want. Some people may copy other people’s
work but then if you can’t print it out, what’s the point?

Fawcett is in favour of the WWW in public libraries but other authors
have expressed their concern, so it is not really possible to say
whether or not it is a good idea.

Essay No.2

Fawcett has written a very interesting article on the future of British
public libraries and the development of electronic media. In order to
assess whether the introduction of the World Wide Web (WWW) into
public libraries is a bad thing, it is necessary to look at the various
advantages and disadvantages that this move could have.

From Fawcett’s article, we can see that there are several advantages
to be gained from the introduction of the WWW into public libraries.
For instance, libraries usually provide pleasant warm surroundings
which enable people to work and pursue their interests in peace and
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quiet. The public library would, therefore, appear to be the ideal place
for the WWW to be made available.

The inclusion of other material such as the audio section,
newspapers, poetry and writing competitions, noticeboards
advertising forthcoming events in the local area and ticket selling,
have all brought about changes in the environment of the public
library. The traditional public library according to Fawcett, has had to
change radically in order to meet the demands of a changing society.
She sees the introduction of the WWW , therefore, as just another
step towards meeting public demand.

Her article suggests that as more and more people become aware of
the amount of information that is available through the WWW there
will be increased demand for public libraries to provide this medium.

Fawcett draws our attention to the huge rise in computer sales and
the generation of children who have been ‘brought up’ in the
computer age. She makes the point that there are many people,
young and old, who may wish to use the WWW but cannot afford it in
their own homes. These people, according to Fawcett, will be
deprived of information and, as a result, greatly disadvantaged in life.
We are reminded in the article that the role of the public library has
always been to make available information for all. Fawcett sees the
major advantage being the likelihood that it may bring people
particularly young people, of lower socio-economic backgrounds into
the library.

However, is the introduction of the WWW into public libraries a bad
thing? While Fawcett acknowledges that there may be some
disadvantages, she argues that these disadvantages can be
overcome. For instance, Fawcett suggests that:

◊ the possibility of young children viewing undesirable
material can be overcome by having a member of staff
monitor usage,

◊ A central printing facility would also enable the staff
member to see what was being printed and this service
would also incur an extra charge, thereby providing funds
for the library,

◊ The user can stop using the facility and reduce the cost if
he or she feels that the WWW is too slow.

Although there may be some concerns about the introduction of the
WWW into the public library, Fawcett regards it in very favourable
terms and argues against the views of others convincingly. In the light
of this article, therefore, it would appear that the introduction of the
WWW into public libraries is not a bad thing.



Writing at University

Page 37 SS101 (rev 1.0)

What is the most striking difference between essay 1 and essay 2?

The main difference is that Essay 2 presents an argument. Essay
1 is purely a list of points.

Essay 2 has a clear structure. It has a section arguing in favour of the
introduction of the WWW into public libraries. It also has a section
highlighting the possible disadvantages but explains how the author
sees these being overcome. It also has a final paragraph which re-
turns to the original question.

Essay 1 on the other hand, mentions some useful points but has not
put them into any clear structure or sequence. For instance, it isn’t
obvious why the writer has started with the point that he or she has
and there is no sense of having reached an ending.

It is actually quite hard to read Essay 1, because there is no thread of
thought between one point and the next. Each point stands out indi-
vidually, and adds nothing to the preceding points, which is why it is
more like a list.

The key point of an essay is to create a flow.  Each sentence
should be a launching pad for the next sentence.

Being able to construct a flowing argument out of a set of separate
points is an extremely important skill. You must remember that the
reader cannot see into your mind and make connections between
points that might seem obvious to you. You must make sure, there-
fore, that your points link up to each other.

2.5 Time Planner for your Next Essay

Taking into account what you have read in this section about the
stages of writing an essay and what lecturers are looking for, you
should be able to use the time available to you in a way that will help
you to obtain as high a mark as you can.

People are different in their approaches to essay writing. Some might
benefit from spending more time on drafting and some on planning.
So use this planner wisely, with self-knowledge.

Tasks in Essay Writing Complete By
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Figure 2.1 Time Planner for Essay Writing
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2.6 Self Assessment Questions

1) State the four main things a lecturer is looking for in an essay.

2) How would you approach the following essay topic? Break it down into broad topic, focus and instruction.

‘Students only become competent in the topic they are studying when
they have to write an essay about it.’ Discuss.

3) Quote from the following passage:

(a) directly

(b) indirectly

using the correct convention for the Harvard Method of referencing.

(c) How would the book appear in the References section of your
essay?

This is taken from the second edition of a book edited by Ference
Marton, Dai Hounsell and Noel Entwistle. It is called ‘The Experience
of Learning’ and it is published by Scottish Academic Press. The date
of publication is 1997. This extract is from a chapter by Dai Hounsell
entitled ‘Contrasting Conceptions of Essay Writing’.

The coursework essay has not always had a part to play in assess-
ment. Until the 1960s, the only essays which directly determined
degree results were generally those written in final examinations
where students wrote from memory under severe time constraints.
Over the last two decades, however, formal recognition has increas-
ingly been given to the ‘coursework’ essays which students write as
part of their everyday studying. Compared to the exam answer,
coursework essays give students an opportunity to draw upon a wide
range of sources and allow time for sustained reflection. Collectively,
therefore, they can play a key part in assessment by providing a reli-
able record of the student’s achievements over a substantial span of
time.  The adoption of coursework assessment has also been seen as
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a counter to the debilitating anxiety of ‘sudden death’ examinations,
although the consequences may be to redistribute stress throughout a
course rather than to remove it altogether.

4) State which of the following outlines contain an appropriate approach for the essay:

‘Students only become competent in the topic they are studying when
they have to write an essay about it.’ Discuss.

(a) Introduction - this essay discusses why students only become 
competent in the topic they are studying when they have to 
write an essay about it.

List of places where an essay is used.

Lecturers’ stated reasons for using essay questions.

The essay as a substitute for exams.

Conclusion - essays are important for study.

(b) Introduction - why essays are important.

Types of essay.

What lecturers are looking for in essay writing.

Competence in topics.

Conclusion - essays are important.

(c) Introduction - what competence is and what might contribute 
to it.

Features of essay writing that contribute to competence.

Features of essay writing that do not contribute to 
competence, if any.

Other methodologies that might contribute to confidence.

Comparison of other methodologies with essay writing.

Conclusion - essays are/are not the only way of becoming 
competent because....

(d) Introduction - why competence is important.

What makes a student competent.

How we can assess competence.

Conclusion - the major contributions to assessing compe-
tence in students.
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5) How can you give an essay ‘academic tone’? What are the main features?
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2.7 Learning Outcomes

Having completed this section, you should be able to:

• write an essay that answers a question appropriately.
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2.8 Self Assessment Answers

1) State the four main things a lecturer is looking for in an essay.

Answer

1. An answer to the question asked.

2. Evidence of reading.

3. A clear argument.

4. Good presentation.

2) How would you approach the following essay topic? Break it down into broad topic, focus and instruction.

‘Students only become competent in the topic they are studying when
they have to write an essay about it.’ Discuss.

Answer

Topic:     Essay writing

Focus: Student competence, only, topic of study

Instruction:        Discuss

You might see the essay as being broadly about student competence
and that essay writing is the focus - and that would also be an accept-
able answer. An important word here is ‘only’; if you miss this out, you
might not give as complete an answer as you should.

3) Quote from the following passage:

(a) directly

(b) indirectly

using the correct convention for the Harvard Method of referencing.

(c) How would the book appear in the References section of your
essay?
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This is taken from the second edition of a book edited by Ference
Marton, Dai Hounsell and Noel Entwistle. It is called ‘The Experience
of Learning’ and it is published by Scottish Academic Press. The date
of publication is 1997. This extract is from a chapter by Dai Hounsell
entitled ‘Contrasting Conceptions of Essay Writing’.

The coursework essay has not always had a part to play in assess-
ment. Until the 1960s, the only essays which directly determined
degree results were generally those written in final examinations
where students wrote from memory under severe time constraints.
Over the last two decades, however, formal recognition has increas-
ingly been given to the ‘coursework’ essays which students write as
part of their everyday studying. Compared to the exam answer,
coursework essays give students an opportunity to draw upon a wide
range of sources and allow time for sustained reflection. Collectively,
therefore, they can play a key part in assessment by providing a reli-
able record of the student’s achievements over a substantial span of
time.  The adoption of coursework assessment has also been seen as
a counter to the debilitating anxiety of ‘sudden death’ examinations,
although the consequences may be to redistribute stress throughout a
course rather than to remove it altogether.

Answer

Compare your answer to the following. Obviously, you will have used
different examples, but have you used the same formats?

(a) Directly

Coursework is becoming more common as a method of as-
sessment and even assists in student learning. Hounsell
(1997) points out that ‘coursework essays give students an
opportunity to draw up a wide range of sources and allow time
for sustained reflection’. This is surely preferable to the ex-
amination essay that is very dependent on memory and an
ability to write quickly.

(b) Indirectly

There has been a notable shift in assessment practices from 
the examination essay to the coursework essay (Hounsell 
1997). For distance learning students, the coursework essay 
is a crucial opportunity to show their tutor what they know and
in some courses a formal examination is not considered nec-
essary.

Note that in both examples above the reference is used as part of
someone else’s discussion - it is not simply restating Hounsell’s posi-
tion.

(c) Hounsell, D (1997) Contrasting conceptions of essay writing
in F Marton, D Housell, and N Entwistle (eds) The Experience of

Learning Scottish Academic Press.
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4) State which of the following outlines contain an appropriate approach for the essay:

‘Students only become competent in the topic they are studying when
they have to write an essay about it.’ Discuss.

(a) Introduction - this essay discusses why students only become 
competent in the topic they are studying when they have to 
write an essay about it.

List of places where an essay is used.

Lecturers’ stated reasons for using essay questions.

The essay as a substitute for exams.

Conclusion - essays are important for study.

(b) Introduction - why essays are important.

Types of essay.

What lecturers are looking for in essay writing.

Competence in topics.

Conclusion - essays are important.

(c) Introduction - what competence is and what might contribute 
to it.

Features of essay writing that contribute to competence.

Features of essay writing that do not contribute to 
competence, if any.

Other methodologies that might contribute to confidence.

Comparison of other methodologies with essay writing.

Conclusion - essays are/are not the only way of becoming 
competent because....

(d) Introduction - why competence is important.

What makes a student competent.

How we can assess competence.

Conclusion - the major contributions to assessing compe-
tence in students.

Answer

(c) would be the best approach. It is the only one that really takes into
account the word ‘only’ and follows the logic that this word implies:

(a) does not consider student competence,

(b) does not appear to relate competence to essay writing,

(d) seems to forget about essay writing.
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5) How can you give an essay ‘academic tone’? What are the main features?

Answer

The features provided here consider the issue in general; there may
be special features for your discipline and you should contact your
tutor to find out about this. For example, Scientific writing and Legal
writing have very distinctive ‘tones’.

Objectivity Avoid I, you or we and all the related words such as 
my.

Verbs The passive voice increases objectivity.

Slang Avoid slang and clichés.

Abbreviations In general, spell words out in full. If you want to use
an abbreviation for a frequently used expression, then 

make sure you establish its meaning when you first 
use it.
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3.  Report Writing

3.1 Introduction

Reports are usually written to achieve specific objectives, eg, to give
information about a particular issue, to persuade, or to bring about
certain action. Presentation of a report, will, therefore, be very im-
portant. No manager will take action on a report that fails to look
good.

A report should have a clear structure with headings and sub-
headings in order to guide the reader easily through the content.

3.2 Objectives

When you have completed this section, you should be able to:

• structure a report from its terms of reference,

• list the components of a report, both generally and for
your own subject area(s),

• distinguish between summaries, introductions and con-
clusions of reports,

• suggest a plan of action for producing a longer report.

3.3 Meeting Your Terms of Reference

Reports are always written for a specific purpose; usually someone
else’s purpose. When reports are requested, sometimes you are told
‘your terms of reference are...’. This simply means the objectives and
scope of the report are set out. For example:

(a) Terms of reference: to investigate the options for careers in 
engineering and make recommendations about the content
and structure of engineering courses.

(b) You are asked to write a report about the local football team. 
Your terms of reference are to discover what went wrong last 
season and identify whether any of the mistakes could have 
been avoided.
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Terms of reference won’t always be made so clear. But they will al-
ways be there. For example:

(c) Write a report on your company’s communication systems making
recommendations for improvement,

clearly states terms of reference, though it does not use the words.

It is a good idea to show that you understand and intend to meet the
terms of reference. This might be achieved in several ways, for ex-
ample:

In the title:

Improving Engineering Courses To Meet Career Needs

A subheading on the title page:

Academics United Football Club

Identification of last season’s avoidable mistakes

or

Terms of reference: to discover what went wrong last season 
and identify whether any of the mistakes could have been 
avoided.

In the Introduction:

This report investigates communication systems at ABC and 
concludes with recommendations for improvement. ABC is a 
small components manufacturing company based in ... etc.

The main advice is:

• make sure you know what your terms of reference are,

• make sure you meet your terms of reference.

3.4 Components of Reports

There is no one right style for reports. You may work for an organisa-
tion that has its own ‘house style’. However, it is possible to make
some general observations.

Here is a brief description of each of the main items you might find in
a report. You will have to judge for yourself how appropriate they are
for your own reports - for example, a short lab report would not need
a contents page.
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Title page

A separate title page looks neater. Even if you don’t have a separate
page, you must remember the title, the date and your name. It is a
good idea to include the receiver’s name too. See figure 3.1.

Summary

Though you write this last, it usually appears first. It is sometimes
called an executive summary.

Contents

This tells the reader on what page each section begins. See figure
3.2.

Introduction

This sets the scene for your report, giving background information
and may include your terms of reference and how you propose to
meet them. It may contain an account of your methodology - eg, in-
terviews, experiments, eye-witness account - but if this is likely to be
lengthy, it may have a separate section.

Main body

This is the meat of your report, divided under main headings. Note
that ‘Main body’ is not a suitable heading. The main headings might
also be divided into sub-headings and these would all be numbered
(as in figure 3.2).

Conclusion

This should not be a surprise, but should develop from the rest of the
report. It may contain recommendations if requested - though these
could be in a separate section if you think that it is appropriate.

References

See Harvard Reference System in section 1.

Appendices

You might include:

• a glossary - an explanation of key terms,

• an index - key words and the pages on which they occur
(only used in longer documents),

• examples that are not necessary but might be of interest;
for example, you might include a copy of the question-
naire you used for gathering information.
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Report to B. Jones

Marketing Director

A Proposal to Market Our

Reduced-Fat Products Outside the UK

A.Smith

Product Development Manager

10th March, 1999

Figure 3.1  A Typical Title Page of a Report
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Contents Page

1.  Introduction   3

2.  Types of Energy Available   5

     2.1 Hydroelectric energy   5

     2.2 Gas   6

     2.3 Solar power   8

     2.4 Nuclear energy   8

3.  Financial Considerations   9

     3.1 Capital costs   9

     3.2 Running costs  11

4.  Practical Tests  12

     4.1 Experimental runs  12

     4.2 Materials testing  14

5.  Conclusions and recommendations  15

References  20

Appendix: Information about test rig   21

Figure 3.2  A Typical Contents Page

This list is perhaps best seen as a menu from which you can choose
options. For instance, for a report of 1,000 words, a summary would
not really be necessary (unless you have been asked for one). On the
other hand, for a report of 3,500 words a contents page and summary
would be useful.

The size of the report should also be taken into account when num-
bering. For instance, in a report of 3,500 words you may number the
sections 1, 2, 3 and so on. Then within each section, eg, section one,
the subsections would be 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, etc. In section two, they would
be 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, etc.

Sub-headings using three numbers, eg, 1.1.1 and 2.1.1. would also be
acceptable. However, a report of 750 words would be too small to
justify using three numbered sub-headings. For a document of this
length, numbering the main sections 1, 2, 3, etc, would be sufficient.
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3.5 Structure and Format

A basic structure for report writing is normally:

• an introduction to the events or processes as they hap-
pened,

• statement of the problem, analysis of the options avail-
able, recommendations,

• proposal - recommended action.

However, though it may seem common sense to use the above
structure, it may not address all parts of the question. For example,
consider the following question:

You are a Sales Manager. Choose one of your sales teams and write
a 1,000 word report for an appropriate person on its performance
covering:

• a brief description of the team, its purpose, function and
relationship to the wider organisation, (a)

• an analysis of how the team operates, highlighting their
strengths and weaknesses, (b)

• recommendations on how the team’s sales performance
could be improved.(c)

If you used the basic report structure, you would not fully address all
parts of this question. For instance, you would probably not be able to
discuss how the team fits into the wider organisation in the introduc-
tion section. You would, therefore, have to choose between:

• selecting a structure that does not follow the shape of the
question (assuming you feel confident enough), or

• using the sections of the question to structure your an-
swer, ie, your answer would mirror the sections of the
question.

Writing Recommendations

What are recommendations? Recommendations are proposals for
specific actions. If your report has analysed a situation, then the rec-
ommendations should arise out of that analysis and the issues
discussed. Recommendations should, therefore:

• tackle the problem highlighted in the report,

• be sensible and realistic.
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Exercise

Look back to the example question and show how you would break
down this question into a report style. Draft out:

report headings, ie, title, name of recipient, author and date,

headings for each section,

sub-headings if appropriate,

numbering for the sections.

Answer

Don’t worry if your answer differs from the following outline; variations
in style are quite acceptable.

To:     D. Greene

From:  J. Baxter

10th June 1997

The Marketing Team - Performance and Development

1. Introduction - 100 words

2.  Description of the Team - 150 words to include subsections:

     2.1 a general description of the team,

     2.2 the team’s function

     2.3 the team’s purpose

3.  Team Work - 550 words to include subsections:

     3.1  general

     3.2 team strengths

     3.3 team weaknesses

     3.4 how the team ‘fits’ into the wider organisation

4.   Recommendations - 200 words

You will note that I have not included a summary or conclusion owing
to the size of the report. You may wish to have a summary or
conclusion. It is purely a matter of opinion. In this case, the
recommendations do the ‘rounding off’ work of the conclusion.
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Note how the subsection titles use words from the question. This will
help keep you focused on the question.

If you have supporting information, this can be put into an appendix
and placed at the end of the report.

3.6 Summary, Introduction, Conclusion

Students frequently become confused over these parts of a report -
and often produce the same thing for each. Keep referring back to
this if you are - or think you might be - one of these students.

3.6.1 Summary
This generally comes at the start of the document and is the report in
miniature.  This means that it incorporates (in brief) the introduction,
the main findings and the conclusion.  Here is an example of a sum-
mary.

Summary

A long-term study was made of the learning styles of a group of stu-
dents.  At the start of a course of study, over 90 per cent of the
students showed themselves to be very dependent on teachers’ ac-
counts of  what was right and wrong.  After three years, 70 per cent of
the students demonstrated more independence in learning and a
willingness to make judgements based on reasoning.  It was con-
cluded that the students’ course of study had itself contributed to the
change but more work was needed to discover the influence of other
factors such as maturity as well as the fact that they were being stud-
ied in such detail.

3.6.2 Introduction
The introduction is usually the first main heading.  In this, you will set
the scene for your report, giving any background you think is neces-
sary.  You might also say something about your methodology.  Here
is a possible introduction on the same topic as the summary above.
Note the differences.  The introduction does not say what the findings
of the study were – but the summary does.

1.  Introduction
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It would be disappointing if students did not change over their time at
college or university, but often the changes are measured in terms of
their knowledge.  The study described in this report was more inter-
ested in how students learn than in how much they learn.  A group of
students was followed over three years to find out whether their styles
of learning had changed during their time at college.

The researchers were interested in finding out how the learning styles
were seen from a student’s perspective and the approach taken was
an ‘anthropological’ one.  Researchers attended classes and inter-
viewed students in depth as well as administering recognised tests of
learning styles.

The report provides a justification for the anthropological approach as
well as the main findings of the long-term study.

3.6.3 Conclusion
The conclusion wraps everything up.  You may well refer back to the
introduction and particularly to the objectives that you set there.
However, you don’t need to go over everything again.  Conclusions
are often quite short sections – picking up the main issues.  Note the
relationship between the conclusion below and the conclusions men-
tioned in the summary.

8.  Conclusion

The considerable changes in approach seen in the students – and
recognised by them – at the end of their three year course are en-
couraging for the designers of the course.  The evidence from the
control group identified in section 6 strongly suggests that the course
has had a significant impact on the learning styles of these students.
However, the reservations about the effects of maturity expressed in
section 7 cannot be ignored without further study.  It is also important
to remember that the methodology used in this study is likely to con-
tribute itself to the students’ communication skills and highlight their
sense of being part of a community. Further research may be neces-
sary to separate out these factors before any substantial claims can
be made for the course of study.

3.7 Writing Longer Reports

You will sometimes be expected to write longer reports based on an
extended piece of work you have done. The advice below will be
useful for getting yourself organised for writing any reports; it will be
crucial for longer reports.
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3.7.1 Keep Asking Questions
Questions form the basis of any project. You may be asked to submit
a proposal for your project, in which case you should make it very
clear which research questions you are attempting to answer. This will
help to keep your thinking on track. Questions may take the form of
objectives, eg, ‘the objective of this research is to discover.....’.

Other questions you should be asking of yourself are:

• what has already been done in this area?

• what is the best way of doing this research - what will my
methods be?

• what is the best use of my time for this project?

3.7.2 Manage Your Time
‘I work better under pressure.’  Most people say this. However, you
should start your project in good time. Organising your ideas before
you even write anything takes time. Most people misjudge the amount
of time needed to write-up a project or dissertation and find them-
selves rushing at the last minute to prepare their final draft. If you
leave your dissertation until the last week, you will not be doing your-
self justice.

You will probably need time to do the following things:

• generate research questions/objectives,

• formulate a hypothesis,

• write the proposal,

• read the literature,

• collect data,

• sort data,

• analyse data,

• plan/write first draft,

• review,

• write,

• check structure,

• check that research questions are answered,
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• check for style and accuracy,

• type/write neatly,

• proof-read.

3.7.3 Be Active
Project work is by its very nature, an active process; you are ex-
pected to find out the answers to your questions.  If you have
research questions in mind all the time, it is amazing how often you
hear of relevant material. All of a sudden, people are discussing your
issue, or it appears on the news or in journals.

A learning journal can be useful in keeping you involved in your proj-
ect. Keep a note of all the references you mean to follow up,  any new
questions that occur to you and lists of things you mean to do. Keep
reviewing your learning journal.

People who are less keen on diary-writing might prefer to keep an in-
formation box, containing notes and articles. This can be sorted out
every so often - itself a very active process!

3.7.4 Review Frequently
Writing benefits from frequent review. What made sense at 2am may
appear to be completely illogical at noon the next day. Or it may be
the other way round; sometimes you may be surprised at how good
the stuff you wrote three weeks ago was and this can stimulate new
ideas for the section you are on.

Good writers do not get it right first time. Ernest Hemingway rewrote
the last page of A Farewell to Arms 39 times!

You should also keep reviewing your project proposal or the question
you have been asked to consider. It is too easy to wander off the
point. Refer back to your research questions and check to see
whether you have answered them or not.

3.7.5 Suggested Components of Dissertations /Project Reports
Any instructions received from your department should supersede the
following advice:

• title page,

• summary,

• statement of terms of reference or research questions,
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• table of contents,

• background information,

• methodology,

• findings,

• recommendations (if appropriate),

• conclusion,

• list of references quoted in the text,

• bibliography,

• appendices - this should include relevant information
referred to in the text but not necessary to the argument,
eg, copy of questionnaires used.

3.8 Checklist for your Report

Tick these off before you hand your report in. Some of them may not
be relevant for your report.

Title

Terms of Reference clear

Author’s name

Date

Summary/Abstract

Contents page

Clear introduction

Statement of aims/objectives

Explanation of methods used

Description of sources of information

Clearly defined sections

Logical relationship between sections

Figures clearly labelled

Conclusions

Recommendations

References /Bibliography

Appendices

Glossary index

Any necessary acknowledgements made

Spelling checked
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Good margins (say 4cm) all round

Pages numbered

Proof-reading

Happy with content

Happy with tone of report
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3.9 Self Assessment Questions

1) List the components that you are likely to find in reports.  Add any observations about reports you are
likely to have to write, eg, for your course or for a company you work for – would you have all these
components in your report?

2)  What approach would you take to writing the following report?

Terms of Reference:  Investigate the study practices of a group of
students and write a 2000 word report for their lecturer.  Include a de-
scription of the students and the course they are taking; an account of
the time spent studying, and an analysis of the students’ learning
styles.  Suggest the implications of your research for the lecturer’s
approach to teaching.

3) Below are a summary, an introduction and a conclusion for the same report.  Can you say which is
which?

(a)

Communication is taught as a subject in its own right to Technology
and Management students at the University of Paisley.  Over the first
year, students will practise writing effective technical reports and
making formal presentations.  They are also expected to improve
their interpersonal skills and work together in teams.

This report describes the first term’s activities after the arrival of the
new lecturer and comments on the lessons she has drawn from the
experience.  It has been written mainly as a report for the students to
encourage them to review their own course, and also to demonstrate
to them the structure a report might take.  The report is also expected
to be of interest to lecturing staff both in the Educational Develop-
ment Unit and those involved in other parts of Technology and
Management (eg, staff in Mechanical Engineering).  The recommen-
dations, unusually, are to the author herself rather than to the
recipients of the report, though their observations on the recommen-
dations will be welcome.
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(b)

The evaluation of the course suggests that a relaxed atmosphere is
welcomed and that students are particularly apprehensive about pub-
lic speaking.  This evaluation is not regarded as conclusive and more
comprehensive methods for the whole course are being discussed;
however, it does provide some useful information for the lecturer.

Students like the attention that small groups can provide, but there
are problems when the numbers get very low.  Some expressed a
view that the class should not be split.  It was decided to split the
class in two instead of three for the following term and compare the
results.  Students have been put in teams of about five people for a
joint report-writing exercise.

Recommendations for change based on the findings of this report are:

• There should be a summative assessment for each term,

• The lecturer should continue to find out about the rest of
the TAM course and try to integrate the Communication
component,

• Absenteeism should be dealt with early in the term and
not allowed to continue.

(c)

The report describes the Engineering Communication components of
the course in Technology and Management at the University of Pais-
ley.  Engineering Communication considers topics in general
communication, report writing, oral communication, education and
study skills and techniques for communication.  The emphasis is on
skills development, and the report identifies the participative methods
used for teaching these topics.

The main problem encountered in the lecturer’s eight weeks of
teaching the subject was poor attendance.  Students said that they
enjoyed the informal atmosphere of the subject;  however, they are
not keen on Library exercises and speaking in public.

The class has been spit into two instead of three for the second term,
with three teams in each group or a report-writing exercise.  Other
changes being considered are:  summative assessment for each
term;  integration with the rest of the course;  control of absenteeism.

Summary     =

Conclusion   =

Introduction  =
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4) If you are asked to write a dissertation that is due in to be submitted in three months, what sort of things
should you be doing in that time?
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3.10 Learning Outcomes

Having completed this section, you should be able to:

• write a report that meets its terms of reference,

• make the best use of the time available for writing as-
signments.
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3.11 Self Assessment Answers

1) List the components that you are likely to find in reports.  Add any observations about reports you are
likely to have to write, eg, for your course or for a company you work for – would you have all these
components in your report?

Answer

You might find the following in a report:

Title page

Summary

Contents page

Introduction

Main body – subdivided into appropriate sections and subsections

Conclusion

Recommendations

References

Appendices – these might include a glossary or an index or any in-
formation that is not vital to the report itself but could be of interest.

If your report is very technical, it might include information on meth-
odology used in experiments and perhaps even the equipment you
use.

If you are more likely to have to write long reports based on research,
you may be including research questions as well.  If you are in any
doubt about what your report should contain, it is a good idea to come
up with what you think is right and then check your headings with a
tutor or employer. You may have to conform to a particular house
style.

2) What approach would you take to writing the following report?

Terms of Reference:  Investigate the study practices of a group of
students and write a 2000 word report for their lecturer.  Include a de-
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scription of the students and the course they are taking; an account of
the time spent studying, and an analysis of the students’ learning
styles.  Suggest the implications of your research for the lecturer’s
approach to teaching.

Answer

Compare your answer with the suggestion below.  It probably will not
be identical, but don’t worry.  Some assumptions have been made for
ease of reading.

Title page Study practices of management students

By J Smith

For the attention of B Jones

1 May 1999

Summary – (200 words)

Contents page

1. Introduction – the questions being addressed and the methods
used to attain the answers – (200 words)

2. Background to the students and their management course (300
words)

3. Time management (500)

4. Learning Styles of Students (500)

5. Conclusions and recommendations (300)

You might also have subdivided headings.  For example:

2. Background to the Study

    2.1 The Students

    2.2 The Management Course

3) Below are a summary, an introduction and a conclusion for the same report.  Can you say which is
which?

(a)

Communication is taught as a subject in its own right to Technology
and Management students at the University of Paisley.  Over the first
year, students will practise writing effective technical reports and
making formal presentations.  They are also expected to improve
their interpersonal skills and work together in teams.

This report describes the first term’s activities after the arrival of the
new lecturer and comments on the lessons she has drawn from the
experience.  It has been written mainly as a report for the students to
encourage them to review their own course, and also to demonstrate
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to them the structure a report might take.  The report is also expected
to be of interest to lecturing staff both in the Educational Develop-
ment Unit and those involved in other parts of Technology and
Management (eg, staff in Mechanical Engineering).  The recommen-
dations, unusually, are to the author herself rather than to the
recipients of the report, though their observations on the recommen-
dations will be welcome.

(b)

The evaluation of the course suggests that a relaxed atmosphere is
welcomed and that students are particularly apprehensive about pub-
lic speaking.  This evaluation is not regarded as conclusive and more
comprehensive methods for the whole course are being discussed;
however, it does provide some useful information for the lecturer.

Students like the attention that small groups can provide, but there
are problems when the numbers get very low.  Some expressed a
view that the class should not be split.  It was decided to split the
class in two instead of three for the following term and compare the
results.  Students have been put in teams of about five people for a
joint report-writing exercise.

Recommendations for change based on the findings of this report are:

• There should be a summative assessment for each term,

• The lecturer should continue to find out about the rest of
the TAM course and try to integrate the Communication
component,

• Absenteeism should be dealt with early in the term and
not allowed to continue.

(c)

The report describes the Engineering Communication components of
the course in Technology and Management at the University of Pais-
ley. Engineering Communication considers topics in general
communication, report writing, oral communication, education and
study skills and techniques for communication.  The emphasis is on
skills development, and the report identifies the participative methods
used for teaching these topics.

The main problem encountered in the lecturer’s eight weeks of
teaching the subject was poor attendance.  Students said that they
enjoyed the informal atmosphere of the subject;  however, they are
not keen on Library exercises and speaking in public.

The class has been spit into two instead of three for the second term,
with three teams in each group or a report-writing exercise.  Other
changes being considered are:  summative assessment for each
term;  integration with the rest of the course;  control of absenteeism.

Answer
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Summary     =   (c)

Conclusion   =   (b)

Introduction  =   (a)

4) If you are asked to write a dissertation that is due in to be submitted in three months, what sort of things
should you be doing in that time?

Answer

A dissertation is a major piece of work.  It is recommended that you:

• keep asking questions,

• manage your time,

• be active,

• review frequently.

All the advice in this unit will be useful if you have a major piece of
writing to do.  Keep it handy for ease of reference.
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