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Level 4 Pathfinder Resource Pack
Here are some resources produced by DMU that may assist you in getting started with your assignment writing.
The DMU Higher Education Assignment Toolkit (HEAT) includes some very useful guidance on preparing first assignments in Higher Education. On page 69 (last page), there are also two links to electronic resources relating to academic studies and writing.



You will be required to write your assignments using the Harvard Referencing system. Referencing the sources, (such as books and articles) you have used in your work is an important part of academic writing. It helps demonstrate to the marker that you have read around the suggested topic and can help evidence that you have understood your reading. Here is a useful guide:



Here are three more DMU documents relating to essay writing, note taking and reading strategies:







Here are some other resources that may assist your learning:
1. What is Reflective Practice?
Reflective practice is a key aspect of an Offender Manager’s professional development. It is about having the ability to step back from work experiences, analyse work you have undertaken, and consider how theory underpins practice.  A reflective practitioner learns how to improve practice by building on what went well and identifying weaknesses that might be avoided in the future.  
The following document help to explain this further:
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


Can’t make sense 
of the title


I feel in control of the
assignment


Made me think 
about what the 
assignment was 


looking for


Stopped wasting 
time doing work that 
wasn’t relevant to the 


assignment


I can now make 
a start


I don’t know 
where to start


The assignment 
task is confusing


Clear about the
assignment task


I don’t know what they
want me to do


Understanding the assignment title: 
Working out what you have to do


Why is it important?


This section will help to:


• Understand what the assignment is looking for


• Start to consider your ideas.
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


Unpick the title
Usually you will have a title or task, and very often this will include:


• the subject


• a keyword (telling you how to write your assignment) 


• the aspect of the subject matter (often a phrase ending in ‘of’) 


• and possibly restrictions (eg., a context for the topic).


See the following example:


Look at your own title and dissect it, (underline/cut out/separate the words) to
identify what is included. In the title above, the key word is ‘discuss’, however 
this could be different, such as: ‘describe’ or ‘evaluate’. 


For further definitions of key words see: ‘Glossary of academic key words 
used in titles’ on page 5.


Investigate the assignment brief further
You may be provided with further information from your lecturers, such as the
assessment criteria or additional information you should refer to. 


Key questions to find out:


• What is the format that is expected of your assignment, a report or essay? 


• What is the word limit?


• What criteria are being used to assess your work?


• Are you being referred to specific sources of information?


• What is the deadline?


Make the assignment your own
Take time to understand what you are being asked to do, and don’t rush into
writing straight away.


Record the information you have so far, a mind map with individual words is
enough at this stage. Try re-phrasing the title into your own words, this will
help you to understand it and prompt ideas for your response. 


KEYWORD ASPECT SUBJECT RESTRICTION


What is the assignment looking for?


Discuss the impact of celebrity culture in the 21st Century .
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


Account for Give reasons for: explain why something happens


Analyse Examine something in very close detail and from a number of angles. Identify the
important points and chief features, and understand their relationships.


Argue Present a case for and against a proposal or statement and present your own
opinion at the end.


Compare Show how two or more things are similar.


Contrast Look at two or more things and draw out differences. State whether the
differences are significant.


Critically
evaluate


Weigh arguments for and against something, assess the strength of evidence on
both sides. 


Define Give the exact meaning of


Describe Give a detailed account of the main features or characteristics …


Discuss Write about the most important characteristics of something. Give arguments for
and against, look at it from a variety of perspectives.


Distinguish Identify the differences between two items.


Evaluate Assess the worth or usefulness of something. Use evidence to support your
opinion.


Examine Look at something in detail. You may be expected to ‘critically evaluate’ it as well.


Explain Make it clear why something happens or why it is the way it is.


Identify Recognise name and briefly describe something


Illustrate Use examples to further explain or justify something. Could be visual or verbal.


Interpret Explain the meaning or significance of information or data that you are presenting.


Justify Provide evidence that supports an argument or idea.


Outline Give only the main points, show only the main structure.


Prove Present evidence in a logical structure to support an argument for a point of view.


Relate (Two
meanings)


1. Show how ideas/theories/events etc are linked or connected
2. Tell a story. Explain something in a narrative fashion


Review Survey and comment on the key aspects of something or a range of things.


State Give the main features clearly and simply.


Summarise Draw out the main points, omitting detail and examples.


To what
extent…


How far is something true, or contributes to a final outcome. Also how far is it not
true? In academic writing the answer is usually somewhere in the middle.


Trace Describe the development of something; follow the order of different stages in an
event or process.


Adapted from Cottrell. S. (2003) The Study Skills Handbook. Basingstoke. Palgrave


Glossary of academic words used in titles
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


I don’t know how to 
apply my knowledge 


to the question


I’ve got a series of
individual points to make,


but don’t know how to 
link them together


I feel I’m just 
describing, and my 
points are not clear


I don’t know 
what to say


Undeveloped ideas


Made me think about 
the subject from a variety 


of perspectives


Felt confident in 
starting writing, and I 


now know what I 
want to say


Helped identify the 
gaps in my knowledge


Helped to focus my
research and structure 


my writing


Developed ideas


Making connections, developing ideas…


This section will help to:


• Develop confidence to make a start with your writing


• Expand and organise ideas


• Develop planning strategies.
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


How to develop your ideas


Start with what you know
• A really good place to start, is writing notes about what you know already


about your title or assignment task. By doing this, you may discover that you
know more than you originally thought.


• Choose a method of note taking to record your ideas that suits your
learning style. (See ‘Planning and breaking down your assignment using
your learning style’ page 9). 


• Refer to your lecture notes and course materials for initial references.


Dig deeper
• Ask yourself some questions about the title eg. Is the subject important?


Why? What are the current views or research? 


• Apply these key words to your subject: What, Who, When, Where, How
and Why (see page 8 ‘Making a start’), to develop your thoughts further.


What do you need to find out?
Now look at your plan, and take a different colour pen and underline or write
notes on the things you need to find out or you don’t know. This will be your
‘jobs to do list’. By doing this, you will use your time efficiently and not waste
time making notes on areas that you don’t need.


Now, what do you think you want to say?
Even at this early stage, having an idea of your overall argument will help you
to write clearly and confidently. However, as you research your subject your
initial ideas may change, so be open to the opinions of others along the way,
and be prepared for this research to present you with lots of questions.


What is the balance of the points you want to make? Using the marker below,
where would you place your views at this stage? 50/50, 70/30, 60/40?


0   10   20   30   40   50   60   70   80   90    100


Your argument may not be clear at this stage, and very often it is not about
finding reasons for or against. Your aim is to make ‘a careful judgement 
after balanced consideration of all aspects of a topic’ (McMillan and Weyers
2006 p137).
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


Insert your title here:


Underline keyword, aspect, subject, restriction


Making a start
Use the format below to think around your topic, what could you include that is relevant to your title? 


WHO?
Who is involved?


e.g., groups/organisations


WHEN?
What is the timeframe/genre


to be considered


WHAT?
What are the 


problems/issues involved?
What impact has there


been?
What evidence and/or


research supports 
your points?


WHERE?
Where did it occur?


Where is the evidence?


WHY?
Why has this happened?
Why has it developed in 


this way?


HOW?
How has the situation been


reached?
How has it developed?
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started


The ‘Sticky Notes Shuffle’ or ‘Chop and
Sort’ Approach 


You will need:


• Pens/pencils (a range of colours) 


• A large piece of paper (or board, or even
your desk) and


• A supply of sticky notes (in different
colours) or


• Paper, scissors and poster tack


Brainstorm ideas about the assignment
title/question, move them around – start to
build a basic shape for your assignment and
identify what else you need to do.


Use colour here to link similar parts and go
on to use these colours in your research and
reading.


The ‘Family Tree’ Approach


Start with the basic title or question and
break it down into smaller and smaller
chunks:


Extend the ‘family tree’ as you get more
ideas.


The Thought-Mapping (or spider gram)
Approach 


Just add more links as you get more ideas.


The ‘Tidy Table’ Approach 


Do you 
prefer lists or
shuffling ideas
around?


Use sticky notes or a
large piece of paper
that you cut into
pieces.


Tip: Writing for 10
minutes without
stopping is also a
useful start.


Are you the
creative type? Do
you like having lots
of handouts and
diagrams?


Try the thought
mapping or spider
gram approach


Tip: This works
particularly well when
using colours and
symbols.


Is your 
approach to 
break down the
title or question
into smaller parts?


The ‘family tree’
approach is useful. 


Tip: This helps you to
see how different
parts merge into the
whole package.


Is your approach
quite tightly
structured and
organised?


A table may help you
to focus on the task.


Tip: This grid provides
guidance and a clear
outline of what you
already know and
what you need to 
find out.


Assignment title/question


Topic What
does this
mean?


What do
I already
know?


What do
I need to
know?


How 
am I
going to
find it?


1


2


3


4


Planning and breaking down your assignment using 
your learning style
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STAGE 1: Understanding the assignment title and getting started
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This section will help to:


• Use different sources to find information


• Plan your searching


• Evaluate the information used in your assignments


• Reference your sources and avoid plagiarism


Where can I find information?
The examples below highlight common sources of information – you will need to
use several different sources for your assignments/course work/projects.


There are clear differences between each type of information, and you must
consider which sources are the most suitable for your assignments.


Internet


Magazines


Journals


Books


Information
Sources


Broadcast
Media


Newspapers
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information







This model is circular – you are thinking about your topic, identifying keywords,
considering which sources to use and evaluating your results, before revising
your search strategy and beginning again. 


This process is an important part of academic research. It will help you to organise
your thoughts and arguments, to record what you have found and to critically
analyse the evidence used in your assignments.


Planning your search
Planning your searches will help you to find and assess suitable information for your
assignments. Below is an example of a simple model which can be used to search
for and assess information: 


Search
Topic


Keywords


Information
sources


Evaluate
results Search process
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information







How do I start searching?
Start by thinking about what you are being asked to do. Breaking down the title of
your assignment and thoroughly reading your project brief will help you to identify
keywords and topics for searching.


Once you have decided on your keywords, you must think about which sources you
need to search. You may need to search several different types of sources in order
to find the broadest possible range of information on your topic.


Where should I search?
• Many university, college and Local Government websites will feature links to


library services and online catalogues, enabling you to check book stock and
journal holdings in advance.


• Online databases feature articles from many different journals. Talk to your
Librarian for about using and accessing databases for your subject.


• Information Gateways gather web sources for study and research on one site. 
A good example is Intute (http://www.intute.ac.uk/), a multi-discipline gateway
featuring evaluated resources for study and research. 


• Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.co.uk) features books, abstracts, theses,
articles and academic papers from academic publishers, professional societies,
universities and other scholarly organisations.


Revising your search strategy
You will need to narrow down your search results to find the most relevant
information – evaluating your results will help you to filter out irrelevant, false or
misleading information.


Revising your search strategy by changing keywords, the type of sources used
and the time period searched will ensure that you use the best available evidence
for your assignments. 


Keyword Tip:
It is a good idea when searching to look at the language and
terms used by academics, professionals and experts to
describe or explain ideas and theories within your subject. The
terminology used by these experts will also be used in academic
journals, books and websites, and therefore make excellent
keywords.


Searching Tip:
Keeping records of the sources and keywords used and the
results found will help you to replicate your searches and check
for new results. 
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information







Evaluating sources: The Information Cycle
Once you have found information it must be evaluated. A practical way of
evaluating the information is to consider where information comes from and how it
has been produced. 


Look at the diagram below – it is the same as the list of sources
we saw earlier, but now the relationship between the different
sources is clearly shown – this is the Information Cycle.


The Information Cycle illustrates how information is published in
set patterns. Information at the beginning of the cycle (Internet) is
aimed at an audience wanting quick, up-to-date facts. As the
information progresses around the Cycle it becomes more detailed but also more
out of date. When deciding on the quality of the information you may have to
balance reliability (accurate and proven facts) against currency (the period of time
over which the information was written and produced).


Internet


Magazines


Journals


Books


Information
Sources


Broadcast
Media


Newspapers
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


The Information Cycle in practice:
Information changes as it progresses along the Information Cycle from format 
to format:


Internet 
The Internet is usually the first place information is posted. Information
can appear almost instantaneously on the Internet, but this leaves little
time for the author to write the information. As a result the information
tends to be descriptive, explaining what has happened and who was
involved – it is simply stating facts. There will also be a lack of depth
and the information posted will be short.


Broadcast Media 
Information is also likely to appear quickly on television and radio.
Initially the information will be produced rapidly and is likely to be
descriptive, explaining what has happened and who was involved. 


Professional journalists with expertise in a particular area may be able to
provide some relevant background information, and it is likely that
expert opinion will also be sought. As time passes and more
information becomes available, longer pieces and documentary
features may be produced.


Newspapers
Newspapers are published frequently; usually daily or weekly. The
articles will be written by professional journalists, who often have
expertise in a particular area.


The emphasis will be on reporting facts, and once the information
appears in newspapers the author has had more time research the
information, so there may be greater depth such as statistics, analysis
or expert opinion. 


Newspaper articles will not be correctly referenced and they will not
provide a bibliography or list of sources, so it will be difficult to
identify where the author has found their information.


The articles are aimed at the general public, and so should use
accessible language.
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


Journals 
Academic journals contain articles written by scholars and specialist
researchers. The authors have had time to conduct their own research
and review the available literature. 


As a result the article will be a detailed examination of the subject with
analysis and primary research. Research can take months to conduct, 
so the article will not be current. Before publication the articles are
reviewed by an editorial board comprising of other scholars and experts –
this is called peer review. 


The articles in academic journals are aimed at scholars, experts in the 
field and university students, therefore the articles tend to be detailed 
and written in technical language.


Books 
Books may take years to be published, and so are not good sources of up 
to date information. The strength of books as a resource lies in their
authorship, they are usually written by scholars and experts in the field.
Their content can be variable ranging from a simplified overview of a 
subject to an in depth piece of research. 


Books offer a great introduction to a new subject. Books include a list of 
the sources the author has used to research their book called a reference 
list. The reference list allows you to review the original sources of 
information used in the book, which can be used in your assignments to
strengthen your own research and arguments.


Magazines 
Magazines are frequent publications in a ‘glossy’ format. Examples include The
New Scientist, The Economist and Scientific American. The articles are written 
by professional journalists with knowledge of a specific subject area. 


There will be emphasis on reporting facts but usually with some analysis 
as the author has more time to reflect on the information and conduct 
some research. 


Although articles in the professional press are likely to be longer than 
newspaper articles they are unlikely to be correctly referenced with no
bibliography or list of sources, so it is difficult to tell what sources the 
author has used in their research. 


The articles are aimed at the general public or a knowledgeable 
layperson with an interest in the area of publication, and so should use
accessible language.
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


Evaluating sources: Thinking critically
Thinking critically in order to evaluate the sources you use will help you to select the
best sources for your assignment. A good way to do this is by asking the following
questions:


Who has written, produced or published the
information? 
Is the source biased? Can you verify the information presented?


Example: Political broadcasts will argue in favour of a particular idea or
political party, and will therefore feature bias. The Office of National
Statistics collates information from Government departments, but the
statistics are independently recorded and verifiable.


Why have they written it? 
What is the purpose of the information? Is the writer or publisher trying 
to sell me something?


Example: An advertisement will try to persuade you to buy a product.


When was the information written or published?
Is it still useful, and is it likely to be updated?


Example: For some subjects such as Science, it is important to have the 
most up to date and accurate information. For other subjects such as
History or Journalism, accounts of the time are valuable first hand 
evidence, and will be essential for your work.


De Montfort University’s Evaluation Source Matrix provides a useful framework for
assessing the sources you use:


http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Selfstudy/ISEMLeaflet.pdf
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


Referencing and Citation
Why should I reference?
No academic research is entirely original – many ideas come from other people’s
research. It is important to acknowledge this within your work because:


• Who said what (and when) is important – otherwise ideas could be
misrepresented and falsified. 


• Allows ideas to be traced back – the “long conversation” of academic research


• Aids the production of a good argument. You are not alone: past research
provides vital back-up!


• Demonstrates you have understood where your ideas are coming from = more
credibility = better marks 


• Correct attribution is simply ‘honest and open’


• Academic research would be impossible without having a system in place to
trace ideas back – that system is referencing.


Referencing the sources you’ve used
It is good academic practice within your assignments to acknowledge where you
have found your information. There are two key elements when referencing
correctly:


Citing 
Information is accredited within your assignment, usually in the format of
the Author followed by the date of Publication in brackets.


Example: Pears and Shields (2009) argue that…


Referencing
A list of references is usually found at the end of your assignment,
arranged alphabetically by author and providing full details of the
information you have used in a standard format which includes the
Author, Date, Title, Place of publication and Publisher


Example: PEARS, R. and SHIELDS, G. (2008) Cite them right: the
essential referencing guide, Rev. ed. Newcastle upon Tyne: Pear Tree
Books.


Always ask if you’re not sure!







AUTHOR(S)


TITLE EDITION
(if not first)


PLACE OF PUBLICATION PUBLISHER


DATE TITLE
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


Bibliography
A bibliography includes any sources you have read as part of your
research. Bibliographies can be annotated and are a useful means of
directing readers to further sources of information.


Quoting and Citing – what should I reference?
• If you reproduce writing word-for-word, this is a quote and should be in


“quotation marks” or indented in the text.


• If you paraphrase someone else’s idea, it should be acknowledged and cited in
the text.


• In both cases, the acknowledgement in the text should refer to your reference
list. Any book read but not directly quoted or cited in the text should still be listed
in the bibliography.


Harvard referencing style
There are many different referencing styles. One of the most commonly used is
called Harvard. A Harvard reference would look like this:


PEARS, R. & SHIELDS, G. (2008) Cite them right: the essential referencing


guide, Rev. ed. Newcastle upon Tyne: Pear Tree Books


Referencing Tips:
• Keep a record of all the books and articles you find as you find


them (create you reference list/bibliography as you go along).
• Give yourself plenty of time to research and write your work


(this will allow you to avoid the temptation for last-minute
‘panic plagiarism’)


• Always cite the sources used in your assignments – both
direct quotes and ideas you have paraphrased. This is the
basis of ‘good academic practice’.


For more information about citation and referencing, please see De Montfort
University’s Harvard System of referencing guide at:


http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Selfstudy/Harvard.pdf
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STAGE 2: Finding and managing information


Avoiding Plagiarism
Many students are uncertain as to what constitutes plagiarism. Below are two
related but very different definitions of plagiarism:


Plagiarism is…
1. The deliberate attempt to gain advantage by presenting someone


else’s work as your own


2. The substantial duplication of another’s work without
acknowledgement of the original source


Bad Academic Practice
“Plagiarism by mistake”


✓ Universities will have policies in place to detect both deliberate and
accidental plagiarism


✓ Both plagiarism and bad academic practice attract severe penalties
– avoid them!


The first is intentional – where a student uses another individual or
organisation’s work (whether an academic, a fellow student or a third party)
and submits it as their own. There are heavy penalties for students who are
discovered to have intentionally submitted work which is not their own. 


The second is accidental – where a student uses information from a book,
journal etc., but does not credit the information source within their assignment.
This can be avoided by accurate referencing and citation, and acknowledging
your sources.


For more information about plagiarism, see De Montfort University’s How to avoid
Plagiarism and be citation wise guide at:


http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Howto/HowtoAvoidPlagiarism.pdf
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Reading for your assignment


Reading for your assignment is essential 
• to show that you are aware of current academic thinking about your topic 


• to find evidence to support your ideas. 


First you need to have a general overview and then find information directly related
to your task. 


Don’t believe everything you read; you need to question what you are reading.


Identify why you are reading 
• Is it for an assignment? For an exam? 


• Think about the assignment title and decide what you want to find out.
You’ll find it helpful to write down the specific questions you need the
answers to.


• You may be starting from scratch or filling in gaps in your knowledge. 


Useful techniques 
• Skimming: when you read just enough to understand what the text is


about


• Scanning: when you look for a particular word or piece of information


• SQ3R is a useful approach to try (see page 29). 


There is too 
much to read


I’ve got my own ideas; 
I don’t need to read what


other people think


It’s confusing 
when you have no 
prior knowledge or


understanding


I can’t follow the 
writer’s argument


How to make
reading more
manageable
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Getting started
• A list of questions that you need answers to, will help you to stay


focussed.


• Get an overview: read a basic introduction to the topic or a section on
the topic in a general textbook


• Find specific information in books by checking the contents page, the
index, the summaries, the headings and subheadings. 


• Skim read without making notes to get a basic understanding. 


• The first sentence of each paragraph usually indicates the point made.
This is a good way of following the author’s argument.


Make it easier
• Don’t attempt to read all texts; choose 3 to start with and then decide


what else you need to look at.


• Print or photocopy chapters or articles and highlight or underline
points. Colour code points so that they link with your assignment plan. 


• Read small chunks at a time and make notes on what you remember. 


• Use a dictionary to look up words you do not understand.


• Start writing up your first draft before you have finished your reading.
This will help you to see where the gaps are and where you need to
focus your reading. 


Top Tips:
• Introductions and conclusions to chapters provide summaries


of the writer’s key ideas.
• Take a break; pause, think and absorb what you have read.
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Good note making
• reduces the amount of information you have to deal with. Your notes should


include main points and some examples or evidence.


• helps you to process, organise and understand information. You can use notes as
the basis for your revision. You can summarise them further. 


• gives you practice in writing in your own words. This will help you to avoid
plagiarism (copying). 


http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Howto/HowtoAvoidPlagiarism.pdf


Notes from reading 
• Always record full reference details of the source at the beginning of


your notes. See the Harvard guide
http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Selfstudy/Harvard.pdf


• Choose a method that suits your ‘learning style’ and your needs.
Linear notes may suit you (see page 30). Also try spider diagrams
(see page 31) or column notes (see page 32).


• You could start by underlining and highlighting on print outs or
photocopies.


• Identify direct “quotations” by writing in a different colour.


• Use abbreviations.


• Leave spaces in your notes, you might want to add something later.


I don’t need notes: 
I work directly from 
books and websites


I want to write 
everything in my notes 


I’m afraid to leave 
anything out


I can’t understand 
my notes when I look 


at them again


I get bored 
writing notes


How to improve 
note making


Note making
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Lecture notes
• Prepare for a lecture by referring to your course or module handbook.


• Add your own notes to the handout (use a separate piece of paper if
necessary).


• Column notes may be suitable for a lecture. Have a look at the
example on page 32.


• Ask the lecturer if you can record the lecture and make notes later.


• Reread your notes as soon as possible after the lecture and make any
necessary alterations.


Revision notes
• Make cue cards which include just key words and brief phrases.


• Mind maps or spider diagrams are particularly useful for revision. You’ll
find an example on page 31.


• A diagram allows you to summarise a lot of information on one page. 


Top Tips:
• Notes should be set out clearly so that you can easily find and


use the information later.
• You must have references for your notes, otherwise you cannot


use them.







Higher Education Assignment Toolkit. © De Montfort University 2010. 29


STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


SQ3R
Survey, Question, Read, Recall, Review
This is a really effective way of coping with 


academic reading – try it!


Survey
A quick look, to see if it appears useful.


Scan contents, index, first and last chapters 
to get a general idea of what the text 


is about.


Question
Is this text going to be useful and relevant 


to your assignment?


Read
Read short sections and vary your speed.


Read aloud when text is hard to understand.


Recall
Note down the main points and important 


facts and opinions in the text.


Review
Reread the text to check you haven’t 


missed anything.


Complete your notes
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Linear notes
Always start with the reference details of your source. Make a note of page
numbers in the margin.


Headings
Subheadings


• Bullet points


• Start a new line for each point


• Leave space around each point – you may want to add
something later


Remember


• Write in your own words


• Indicate quotations “when copying another writer’s words”
(author, date, page number)


• Use abbreviations whenever possible
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Mind maps
Pattern notes or mind maps can be particularly helpful when you’re developing your
ideas and planning your assignment. You can see your ideas and how they’re linked
together. Make it even more helpful by using colour and images!
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STAGE 3: Making reading more manageable


Column notes
Particularly useful for taking notes in lectures


Key words Notes Comments


Main topics Subheadings


• underline or 
important points


• identify argument, evidence,
opinion


• summarise in your own words


highlight
Your questions about
the content.


What do you disagree
with, or are not
convinced about?


Is there anything you
don’t understand and
need to look up later?
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


This section will help to:


• Choose a clear focus for your assignment


• Clarify your ideas


• Put your ideas in order


What are the benefits of PLANNING the
structure of an assignment?


I’m completely lost 
– don’t know where 


to start


I haven’t really got 
anything I could show a


tutor to get some 
feedback…


I just showed my 
plan to my tutor – got 
some feedback on the


whole assignment


When I plan, I can 
think clearly – and know 


what I’m trying to do. That
helps me write more 


confidently!


I’ve written loads 
of notes but I don’t know


what’s relevant and 
what’s not


I’m over the word limit
already – but I’ve still 


got so much to do


Using a plan made 
the writing much easier


With my plan, I know
how to start the 


assignment and what goes
where. I’d be in a real


mess without it


No planning = 
stress, confusion


Planning = 
confidence and 


good marks
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Clarify your ideas
• You might already have used free writing when you started thinking


about the assignment – but it can be useful at this stage too, because
your ideas may have changed after your reading and they will certainly
have developed. (See page 38)


• Use bullet points and lists to capture the information and ideas you
want to include.


• Try using a mind map, a spider gram, a flow chart or use sticky
notes to get your thinking started. (See pages 39-40)


Choose a clear focus for your assignment
• Have a go at explaining the main point of your assignment in just


one sentence, e.g. ‘This essay will show that students who plan their
assignments before they start writing, achieve higher marks than
students who do not’


• Try to identify three or four key topics that you consider to be
essential to support or explain your main point.


• These key topics will really help you to focus your writing. You could
use the ‘Table to make an initial Assignment Plan’ (page 41) or the
mind map example (page 31) to help you to do this 


How to make an Assignment Plan


Top Tip:
There’s no right way to do this so find what works best for you.
Time to experiment!


Top Tip:
Why not give each of your topics a colour – and then colour-code
your notes with highlighter pens – so you can find all the relevant
information easily
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Now put your ideas in order
(This will form the main body of your report or essay)


• What order would be most helpful to your reader? Imagine helping
a fellow student to learn about the topic.


• Try using one of these ideas
• o A simple bullet point list
• o A flow chart
• o Sticky notes that mean you can move your topics around until


you’re satisfied with the order
• Look at the ‘Essay Structure’ and ‘Report Structure’ Handouts to get


your thinking started. (See pages 42-44)


Top Tip:
It’s easy to sort out the structure of your assignment at this
stage – but it’s harder when you’re in the middle of writing the
assignment. Planning reduces stress!
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


■ Set a timer and write for 10 minutes 


■ Don’t stop – keep writing, even if you’re writing ‘I don’t know what to
write about’


■ Any order, anything, (have a look at the questions below)


■ You can use single words, phrases, sketches, diagrams, pictures


■ Don’t worry about spelling or grammar – don’t cross anything out


■ Even writing down what you don’t know or don’t understand can be a
great starting point


■ After 10 minutes, look back and decide what you want to use and
develop.


Free writing – for your eyes only
This is a great stress free way to make a start on your assignment, or to begin to
plan your first draft, after your reading and research. Put your notes and books away
and just write…


These questions might help you…


Free writing 
for 10 minutes


What’s difficult 
about the topic?


What do you 
remember about 


the topic?


What examples 
can you recall?What do you still 


need to find out?


Are there things you 
don’t understand?
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Focus on: starting or developing writing
There are many ways of doing this and you need to work out which suits YOU best.
Here are a few ideas to start with – see if you think any of them might help you, or
adapt them to suit your own way of learning.


The ‘Sticky-note Shuffle’
You will need:


• Pens/pencils (a range of colours if it
helps)


• A large piece of paper, or a wall or a
cupboard door, or even your desk


• A supply of sticky-notes (preferably in
different colours) 


How to do it:


• One idea per sticky note, 


• Stick them on a door or wall or table.
Look at them daily – live with your
ideas. Add in new ideas as they occur. 


• Move them around until you’re happy
with the order – you will start to build a
basic shape for your writing and see
what else you need to do.


The ‘Family Tree’ or 
‘Flow Chart’ Approach


Start with the basic title or question,
break it down into topics and then


smaller and smaller chunks:


Extend the ‘family tree’ or ‘flow chart’ 
as you get more ideas.


The ‘Thought Mapping’
Approach


Just add more ‘clouds’ as you get 
more ideas.


The ‘Tidy Table’
Approach – example


Assignment title – and your focus


Topics What do I
already
know?


What do I
need to


find out?


Key 
points


1


2


3


4


5


6


Topic or 
assignment title
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Introduction to your assignment: explain your focus and what you’re going to do or show


Conclusion: key points from the whole assignment and link back to title


Introduce your 1st topic 


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 2nd topic


Introduce your 2nd topic


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 3rd topic


Introduce your 3rd topic


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 4th topic


Introduce your 4th topic


You may need more
explanation


Present example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Try using a flow chart like this to plan your assignment.
Note how the plan asks you to LINK all your topics


Introduction to your assignment: explain your focus and what you’re going to do or show


Conclusion: key points from the whole assignment and link back to title


Introduce your 1st topic 


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 2nd topic


Introduce your 2nd topic


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 3rd topic


Introduce your 3rd topic


You may need more
explanation


Present good example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Link to your 4th topic


Introduce your 4th topic


You may need more
explanation


Present example(s) Present relevant evidence
from reading


Top Tip: Brief notes in each box will help you stay on track when you
start to write your assignment.
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


A Basic Essay Structure


Title/question
Every essay title contains an explicit or implicit question. Your essay should focus on
answering that question. Try rewriting the title so that it is a question.  


Introduction: (about 10% of the essay)
1. Explain how you interpret the title 2. What issues/topics are you going to explore?


3. What will be your focus? 4. What will your essay show?


Main body: (about 80% of the essay)
Use a chain of paragraphs to EXPLORE AND DEVELOP your ideas/argument.


You will probably have 4 or 5 main topics. 


Each topic will need 3 or 4 paragraphs in which you will introduce the topic, and present
examples and evidence to show why it is important and how it links to the essay title.


In each paragraph the reader is asking you to explain:


• What is this paragraph about? • What is your argument on this?


• What is your evidence? What does it mean? • How does it link to the essay title?


• How does it link to the topic in the next paragraph?


Conclusion: (about 10% of the essay)
• Do not introduce any NEW material here.


• Summarise your ideas/argument (you might also have done this in your introduction) 


• Restate what you consider to be the main points 


• Make it clear why those conclusions are important or significant.


• In your last sentence: link your conclusions or recommendations back to the title.


Some students find it helpful to write a rough conclusion first, before they write
the essay, so they know where they’re going. They rewrite it, if necessary, when
they’ve finished reviewing and editing the essay.


Reference List
Use the Harvard Referencing System to list all the books, articles, materials you have
referred to in your essay: 


• AUTHOR (date) Title. Town; Publisher.


• Page numbers for quotations


• In alphabetical order by author’s surname
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Report Writing
(Report – an account of a matter after consideration/investigation)


This is a suggested format. Check your instructions or ask your tutor if there is a
specific structure required for this report assignment.


Title


Author


Date


Summary


A brief (one paragraph) account of
what the report contains including
conclusion/recommendations.


• Do your summary last.


• List the contents in the order
they appear.


• Number the section
headings/sub headings, pages.


• Each section should have an
appropriate title.


• List appendices


• List illustrations/figures
(separately if there are a lot)


• Start with the introduction as
number 1.


• Write the contents page at the
end.


Contents


Page


1. Introduction 1


2. Type your chapter heading 2


2.1 Section heading 3


2.1.1 Subheading 5


2.1.2 Subheading 7


2.2 Section heading 12


3. Type your chapter heading etc


Continued…
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STAGE 4: Planning the structure of your assignment


Report Writing


Introduction


A brief (one paragraph) explanation of:


• Terms of reference 


• Aims and objectives


• Methods used in the investigation


• Necessary background information


• Definitions of abbreviations


• Acknowledgements


(You will probably find it easiest to do 
this page at the end.)


Main Body


• Logical sections with clear headings.


• Section numbers next to headings.


• Figures/diagrams/charts. 


• Essentials only – background 
information can go in the appendices.


• Written in a clear, brief and direct style.


• Written in the passive voice (not I, we,
you) “The survey was carried out” not 
“I carried out the survey.”


Conclusion


• Draws together your findings.


• Tells the reader which findings you
consider to be most important.


• Explains what you believe to be the
significance of your findings.


• Shows whether your hypothesis (if you
had one) was correct.


• You may wish to suggest areas for 
further research.


Recommendations


A numbered or bulletted list of things
you believe should happen. These must
logically relate to the findings in your
report.


It’s not always necessary to include
recommendations.


Bibliography


Harvard system unless told otherwise:
(AUTHOR LAST NAME, first name
(DATE), Full Title, where published,
name of publisher


All sources cited including Internet.


References should be traceable –
somebody reading your report may want
to follow up one of your references; they
must be able to find it from what you’ve
written.


Appendices
(Documents which add to the reader’s
understanding of the report.)


Numbered and listed in the contents


Referred to in the appropriate section of
the report. 


No need to wordprocess appendices.
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Writing your assignment


What is academic writing? 
When you first start university, the term ‘academic writing’ may be a
frequent topic of discussion for you, your peers and indeed your tutors.
Often it is used with the expectation that you fully understand what is
meant by the term. Primarily, writing at university is ‘a way of confirming – to
yourself and others – that you’re understanding things’ (Kirton and
McMillan, 2007). This doesn’t mean that you are expected to sound like a
textbook, or even that you have to clutter your writing with long and
complicated words. Quite simply, your tutors want to see evidence that you
can express yourself clearly, concisely and logically. Often, this means
becoming aware of your reader and of the need to guide them through your
writing by offering clear signposts to each new idea you are developing. 


It is worth remembering that writing is a process and not simply a finished
product. You will continue to learn more about writing as you progress
through your course. The important feedback you receive from your tutors
will also help you to improve the quality of your work. The materials over the
following pages offer you guidance on how to develop a range of writing
skills which will extend way beyond your time at university. 


I’m not sure how to
develop my ideas into a


logical argument.


Sometimes my 
paragraphs are a 


page long! I feel as if I have 
to use loads of long,
complicated words in 


my writing. Help!


How do I write 
someone else’s ideas in
my own words without


plagiarising? How can I make my 
writing sound more


‘academic’?!


I have lots of ideas 
but I just can’t write 


them down.


What do students
say about writing?
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Learning materials in this section:
Structuring an introduction 


Structuring a paragraph in the main body of your assignment


Structuring a conclusion


Signposting sentences


Ideas into sentences


Writing in an academic style


How to summarise, paraphrase and use direct quotations 


Using and developing new vocabulary


Tips for writing when you don’t want to write
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Structuring an introduction


An introduction is like a guidebook to your whole assignment. It gives background
information into your topic area and outlines all the ideas you are going to present.
Remember that most introductions will be about 10% of the final essay and will
include some or all of the following:


• An introduction to the context or background of the topic (you could include
interesting facts or quotations)


• The reason for writing about this topic 


• Definitions of any complex terminology that will be referred to throughout
the assignment (note that definitions are not always necessary)


• Introduce the main ideas that stem from your topic/title and the order in
which you will discuss them?


You may want to use the grid below to help you structure your introduction; you can
use the right-hand column to jot down your own ideas.


Structuring an introductory paragraph


Introduce the context or background
to the topic: Perhaps you could explain
the title in your own words or use a
quotation from an author who offers a
supporting or contradictory statement
about your topic area. 


What is the purpose of writing about
this topic? Is there a problem or
controversy with the topic? 


Definitions: Are you using any complex
terminology or acronyms that need
defining? Try to use a working definition
from an expert in your subject area rather
than referring to a general dictionary
definition.


Introduce the main ideas that stem
from your topic: You cannot write about
everything; for a 2,000 word assignment,
select between 3-5 key ideas and
introduce them in the precise order in
which they will be discussed. 
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Structuring a paragraph in the main body of
your assignment


What is a paragraph?
Paragraphs in the main body of your assignment usually contain a number of
sentences which develop new ideas or expand upon existing ones. You may also
need to construct paragraphs which offer contrasting views on the ideas you have
already developed. A succession of well-structured paragraphs can help to create a
coherent and logical argument. You need to consider the purpose of each paragraph:


• Is it developing a new idea?


• Is it expanding on an idea already mentioned?


• Is it offering a contrasting view on an idea already mentioned? 


You may wish to use the grid below to record your ideas for each of your paragraphs.


Structuring an introductory paragraph


An introductory sentence (this is
sometimes called a topic sentence):
This tells the reader the purpose of your
paragraph and introduces the main idea
you are developing, expanding upon or
contrasting with another.


Examples/evidence/quotations: You
will usually need to include evidence that
develops/contrasts an idea. This informs
and strengthens your argument. Try and
introduce your evidence clearly and
remember to reference the source (either
as a citation in the body of your text or as
a footnote/endnote).


Evaluative sentence/s: You may 
need to offer some explanation on 
the relevance of your examples/
evidence/quotations. Why is this
evidence useful? What does the author
say that supports the idea you are
developing? Does this evidence have
any limitations?


Concluding sentence: This draws
together the main idea being made in
your paragraph.
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Structuring a conclusion


Your conclusion is the final paragraph in an assignment. It must summarise (very
briefly) every important idea you have discussed in your work as well as draw
conclusions based upon the evidence you have presented. You need to make sure
that you have directly answered the question. It is always useful to link your
conclusions back to the essay title. 


Structuring a conclusion


Summarise each of your points in the
order in which you have presented them.


State your main conclusions based upon
the evidence you have presented.


Link your conclusions back to the title –
make sure you have directly answered
the question and that you have clearly
presented your viewpoint on the topic
(you must do this without saying ‘I’). 


Tips to remember:
• Your conclusion will be about 10% of the whole assignment 
• You should not include any new information in your conclusion. 


You can use the grid below to help you structure your conclusion. The right-hand
column can be used for you to make a note of your own ideas. 
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Signposting sentences


What are signposting sentences?
Signposting sentences explain the logic of your argument. They tell the reader what
you are going to do at key points in your assignment. They are most useful when
used in the following places:


• In the introduction


• At the beginning of a paragraph which develops a new idea 


• At the beginning of a paragraph which expands on a previous idea


• At the beginning of a paragraph which offers a contrasting viewpoint


• At the end of a paragraph to sum up an idea


• In the conclusion


A table of signposting stems: These should be used as a guide and as a way to
get you thinking about how you present the thread of your argument. You may need
to adapt certain words and phrases for your own purposes. You may also wish to
add your own sentence stems to the list below: 


Signposting stems for an introduction 


To understand the role of … (your topic*) this essay aims to provide a
discussion of … (the ideas you will develop)


This essay seeks to investigate/evaluate/illustrate/discuss the impact of …
(your topic) in relation to … (the ideas you will develop)


Firstly, this assignment examines … (your topic) and its links with … (your first
idea) Next, it closely examines … (your next idea) Finally, it focuses on … (your
next idea)


Signposting stems for a paragraph which introduces or develops a 
new idea 


One aspect which illustrates … (your topic) can be identified as … (the idea 
you want to develop)


The current debate about ... (your topic) identifies an interesting viewpoint on
...(the idea you want to develop)


This first/next/final section provides a general discussion of … (the idea you
want to develop)
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Signposting stems for a paragraph which expands upon a previous idea


Building on from the idea that … (mention previous idea), this section illustrates
that … (introduce your new idea). 


To further understand the role of … (your topic or your previous idea) this
section explores the idea that … (introduce your new idea) 


Another line of thought on … (your topic or your previous idea) demonstrates
that … (introduce your new idea) 


Signposting stems for a paragraph which offers a contrasting view 


However, another angle on this debate suggests that … (introduce your
contrasting idea)


In contrast to evidence which presents the view that … (mention your 
previous idea) an alternative perspective illustrates that … (introduce your
contrasting idea)


However, not all research shows that … (mention your previous idea). Some
evidence agrees that … (introduce your contrasting idea)


Signposting stems to sum up an idea in a paragraph


This evidence highlights that … (sum up your idea)


There is general agreement that … (sum up your idea)


The strength of such an approach is that … (sum up your idea)


Signposting stems for a conclusion 


Clearly, this essay has shown that the main factors which impact upon … (your
topic) are … (summarise your main ideas)


The evidence presented in this assignment has shown that … (mention the
conclusions you have drawn) 


To conclude, this assignment has addressed a number of significant issues
which show that … (mention the conclusions you have drawn)


* The word ‘topic’ refers to the subject area you are being asked to discuss and is
usually referred to in an assignment title or brief.
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


The ‘idea into sentence’ chart


What is the idea you want to discuss?


globalisation


What do you want to say about it?


it gives smaller communities a voice


Add the two together


globalisation gives smaller communities a voice


Does the sentence need ‘framing’ or introducing?


Firstly, this essay argues that


Add to your sentence


Firstly, this essy argues that globalisation gives smaller
communities a voice


Do you want to add another related point? (You may decide not to)


it makes the wider economy stronger


Which conjuction would link the second part of your sentence best?
(and, if, but, so, which, thus, therefore)


and


Put your completed sentence together


Firstly, this essay argues that globaliation gives 
smaller communities a voice and it makes the wider


economy stronger.
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


The ‘idea into sentence’ chart


What is the idea you want to discuss?


What do you want to say about it?


Add the two together


Does the sentence need ‘framing’ or introducing?


Add to your sentence


Do you want to add another related point? (You may decide not to)


Which conjuction would link the second part of your sentence best?
(and, if, but, so, which, thus, therefore)


Put your completed sentence together
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


1. Create an objective,
confident voice 


Use the third person (this means
not using ‘I’)


Most of the time you will be expected
to use the third person as it enables
you to show that you have an
authoritative and well-reasoned
argument.


You could try using: 


• This essay discusses the importance
of …


• This research shows that …


• It could be said that …


Consider your use of tenses


You need to be clear about whether
you are discussing something that
happened in the past or something
that is having an impact upon the
present.


The present tense:


• Smith’s argument illustrates that …


• Freud’s theory supports the view 
that …


The past tense: 


• The Industrial Revolution had an
impact upon society in a number of
different ways.


• The interviews were conducted with
a group of parents in the
Leicestershire area. 


2. Use appropriate 
language for your audience
and purpose 


Academic writing need not be
complicated, but it does need to have


an element of formality. Your choice of
words for an academic assignment
should be more considered and
careful.


Avoid contractions


• Rather than; ‘don’t’, ‘can’t’, ‘it’s’,
‘should’ve’
You could try: ‘do not’, ‘cannot’, 
‘it is’, ‘should have’


Use the full forms of words


• Rather than: ‘TV’, ‘memo’, or ‘quote’
You could try: ‘television’,
‘memorandum’ or ‘quotation’


Avoid using informal words


• Rather than: Smith’s bit of research
is ok.
You could try: Smith’s research is
significant because …


• Rather than using words such as:
‘get’, ‘got’ or ‘a lot’
You could try: ‘obtain’, ‘obtained’ 
or ‘many’


3. Be clear and concise


Keep words simple:


• Rather than: The denotation was
obfuscated by the orator.
You could try: The meaning was
hidden by the speaker.


Aim for the right word for the right
occasion: 


• Example 1: Crusade against crime


• Example 2: Campaign against crime


• The word ‘crusade’ has connotations
of a battle and is more aggressive in
tone than the word ‘campaign’.
‘Campaign’ implies a more
considered approach. 


How to write in an academic style
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Make every word count:


• Rather than: The theorist called
Sigmund Freud wrote a significant
piece of work called On Narcissism
which offers valuable insights 
into …
You could try: Freud (1914) offers
valuable insights into …


Avoid any vague words or phrases:


• Ensure that your reader knows who
or what you are referring to when
you use words such as: ‘it’, ‘them’,
‘they’.


• Words such as ‘people’ and ‘ideas’
have the potential to be vague. So,
avoid saying: ‘according to many
people’. Ensure that you explain
which people or which ideas.


• When talking about events that have
happened in the past, avoid phrases
such as: ‘in the past’ or ‘in recent
times’. You need to be specific. 


Avoid using clichéd phrases:


• A cliché is a phrase or expression
that is overused to such an extent
that it loses its value. For example, 
‘as bright as a button’ or as ‘clear 
as mud’. 


4. Use language sensitively 


Avoid expressing strong opinions too
directly. Academic writing is
concerned with presenting your
discussion in an objective way, so
there is no need to assert your
opinions too strongly.


• Rather than: Smith has an extremely
important point to make because
You could try: Smith’s view is
significant because …


• So avoid words like: ‘very’, ‘really’,
‘quite’ and ‘extremely’. 


Lean towards caution 


We need to be aware that our views
are contributing to a much wider
debate surrounding your given topic.
Your use of language must show that
you are making suggestions which
contribute to this wider discussion:


• Rather than: ‘This view is correct
because …’


• You could try: ‘It could be said 
that …’, ‘It appears that …’, 
‘It seems that …’


Avoid using taboo language


• In academic writing it is important
not to offend your reader – you want
her/him to trust your judgment and
authority. Using swear words or
making offensive comments will
upset the balance of your writing and
undermine your point of view. 


Do not stereotype, generalise or
make assumptions


• This especially applies to individuals
or groups on the basis of their
gender, race, nationality, religion,
physical and mental capacity, age,
sexuality, marital status, or political
beliefs. 


Your use of language should always
remain neutral.


• Rather than: fireman or policeman
Try using: fire fighter or police officer


• Rather than: mankind
Try using: humankind
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Using and developing new vocabulary


Vocabulary refers to the body of words known to an individual. When you start
university you will be exposed to a range of new words and terms that may be
unfamiliar to you. The key to learning these new words is to turn them from words
you know (passive words) into words you use (active words):


words we know (passive words)  words we use (active words)


In order to make these new words useable, you need to learn what they mean and
how to use them. One way of familiarising yourself with them is to produce a chart
similar to the one below. An Art and Design student, for example, might produce a
chart like this:


Word Definition Context (use your new word
in a sentence


superimpose Place or lay one thing over
another, typically so that both
are evident.


Blake superimposes fabrics to
create depth and intensity.


art-deco A style of decorative art
characterised by precise and
boldly delineated geometric
shapes.


The art-deco movement
evoked an awareness that
pattern could be bold and
daring. 


Tips for developing your vocabulary:
• Read as much as you can, including text books in your field. Absorb the language


of your subject and make a note of how writers in your area use language. What
sort of words and phrases do they use? You could always keep a list of useful
words and phrases. 


• A dictionary and a thesaurus are useful tools to help you to develop your
vocabulary. A good dictionary will provide you with a definition of your word and a
guide to its pronunciation. A thesaurus will offer you a list of synonyms
(alternative words) and can help you to expand your vocabulary. 


• Try to gain some ownership over your new vocabulary by using it when you write
and when you speak. It is not until new words are actively used by you, that the
language is fully absorbed.


• To develop your understanding of terminology in your subject area, go to your
subject text books for a working definition rather than a dictionary. 
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STAGE 5: Writing your assignment


Tips for writing when you don’t want to write 


• Start by writing down any thoughts you have for your essay. This helps to get rid
of the expanse of white page. (Remember you don’t need to show these thoughts
to anyone else at this stage). 


• Try different approaches such as mind-mapping, flow charts or free-writing. 


• Discuss your ideas with others in your group. Discussion can be a useful way of
generating new ideas and also encourages you to see other perspectives. 


• Try writing in a different location or writing at a different time of day. Make a note
of which locations/times suit you best.


• Type out your topic headings, references or bibliography.


• Type out any quotations you think you might use. 


An action plan for writing:


1 Consider your short term and long term writing objectives. Work out what
writing needs doing now or in the next few days, and what needs thinking
about for the future. 


2 Make a timetable. This makes the workload organised and manageable.
Work out what can be achieved in a day/week/month and be realistic about
what can’t be achieved.


3 Plan to write regularly. Short bursts of 20 minutes are often more
successful and manageable. Set yourself a daily target; 200 words seem
more realistic and achievable than a whole project or assignment.


4 Break big sections of writing into smaller parts. Focus on the individual
paragraphs rather than the whole essay.


5 Finish your daily quota of writing at a point where you feel confident in what
you are saying, even if it is mid-way through a sentence. When you return
to your writing, it will not be so difficult to start again.







Stage 6
Drafting, editing and 


proofreading


Higher Education Assigment Toolkit
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STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


Why write several drafts? Why not just 
write it one go?


This section will help to:


• Organise the process of editing and proofreading


• Edit your first draft


• Proofread your final draft


I repeated ideas and the 
order was a bit random – I’ll


check next time 


I lost marks because my
sentences rambled


I missed the point 
completely – I can see that 


now. What a waste! 


I knew what I wanted 
to say but didn’t write it 
very clearly – I’ve got to 


resubmit it now


I left it to the last 
minute so no time to 


check – embarrassing!


I checked my references – thank 
goodness. It took a while but it was 


worth it – I got positive feedback 
about them and a good mark


When I read it out loud, I noticed 
I‘d missed words out and that lots of 


my sentences were so long they didn’t 
make sense (even to me) 


I checked my essay using 
my original plan and could see where 


it was confusing for someone 
reading it


I could see that my sentences 
and paragraphs were really muddled –
but wasn’t sure how to correct them. 


I got help from CLaSS 


No checking…


Checking and
improving…
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STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


How to edit and proofread your writing


What’s the difference between editing 
and proof reading?
• Editing and proof reading are not the same! Editing happens as


you write your assignment while proof reading is the last part of the
writing process.


Aim for 3 drafts of your writing:


• First draft: Focus on getting your main ideas and information down.


• Second draft: Take a cold hard look at your first draft and edit it for
content, structure, style, evidence and referencing . 


• Third draft: This is the proof reading stage when you check carefully
for errors in grammar, punctuation and spelling. This is the final
refinement of your writing.


Editing your first draft
Now’s the time to take a good hard look at your first draft 


• What’s your main point? Is it clear to someone reading the
assignment? Could you write it in one sentence?


• Have you provided convincing evidence to support your main
point? Have you acknowledged opposing views?


• Will your structure make sense to a reader? Does it follow the
conventions for academic essays or reports?


• Check that all your information and ideas relate clearly to the
assignment title and your main point.


Proofreading your second draft 
Now check for misspellings, mistakes in grammar and punctuation


• Read for only one error at a time, separating the text into
individual sentences eg. check for spelling first, then grammar,
then punctuation. Find out the sort of errors you make and learn how
to correct them.


• Read every word slowly and out loud. This lets you hear how the
words sound together.


• Read the paper backwards, working from the end to the
beginning. The focus then is entirely on spelling.


Note: You might need to do more than two drafts!
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STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


Ckecklists to help you edit and proofread
your assignment


I find it difficult to 
spot any mistakes I 


may be making


I don’t know where 
to start when I edit


Editing your essay can seem tedious but is a necessary part of the writing process.
Editing something you have written invariably makes it better. It is actually a simple
task if tackled in an organised manner.


Top Tip: take it slow and check for one thing at a time.


1. Print a copy of your essay and begin by looking at the content:


Begin with the introduction Does it state your intentions and the
structure of the essay?


Look at each paragraph Does it contain relevant information
and have clear links to the next one?


Look at the conclusion Does it sum up your argument and
answer the question?


2. Read your work out loud or get someone to read it to you. If you hear something
you don’t like, change it and see if it sounds better.


Pause in your reading as punctuation
indicates


This helps you determine how your
essay flows and sounds and whether
your punctuation needs changing.


Check for spelling errors Read the work backwards as it will not
make sense and so the spelling will be
easily noticed.


Set your essay aside for a few days This will allow you to go back and
critique it with a fresh pair of eyes.
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STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


Understanding feedback from tutors


I don’t understand 
what the tutor is trying 


to say


I never look at 
comments from tutors


when I receive my
assignment back


I don’t know what 
to do next


It is important to look at feedback from your
tutor in order to improve on your marks. Here
are some comments from tutors and questions
to ask yourself in order to improve on your next
assignment.


Feedback from tutor Questions to ask yourself


Failure to answer the question Did you interpret the question
correctly? Did you look at the action
words? (e.g. compare, contrast,
evaluate)


Too long or unfocussed Have you kept to the point? Did you
refer back to the title?


Too short or lacks sufficient content Did you explain your points fully? Did
you use examples? Did you research
the question thoroughly?


Inclusion of irrelevant information Did you understand what the question
required you to do? Did you answer it
and not just give information you were
comfortable with?


Top Tip:
Could those questions relate to the fact that you did not read
the question properly or plan your essay with questions for
reading?
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STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


Feedback from tutor Questions to ask yourself


Badly organised, rambling Have you used an essay plan? 
(eg. Thought mapping or spider
diagram?) Did you check for
repetition?


Lacks fluency, poor style or
presentation


Did you link your points/paragraphs?
Did you check your spelling and
grammar?


Poor introduction Did you introduce the topic and explain
what you were going to do?


Poor conclusion Did the conclusion indicate how you
answered the question? Did you avoid
including new information?


Top Tip:
Could those questions show that you need to organise your
structure, proof read your work or remind yourself what
introductions and conclusions are for?


Feedback from tutor Questions to ask yourself


Unbalanced answer Have you presented both sides of an
argument? Is it objective?


Reaching conclusions without good
evidence


Have you presented the evidence for
your conclusion? Have you proved it?


Too descriptive Were you critical and evaluative of
information you found? Did you have a
theoretical background and examples
to support your points?


Top Tip:
Was your reading focused on the aims and objectives, different
points of view and linking theory to practice? 







68 Higher Education Assignment Toolkit. © De Montfort University 2010.


STAGE 6: Drafting, editing and proofreading


Proofread for only one error at a time
eg. spelling


If you try and identify too many things
at once, you lose focus and
proofreading becomes less effective.


You may have some idea of the sort of
mistakes you make so you may want to
prioritise spellings for example, and
then reread to check for another error
such as punctuation. 


Read slowly and read every word


You pick up errors that you miss when
reading silently.


Try reading out loud, which forces you
to say each word and also lets you
hear how the words sound together.


Separate the text into individual
sentences


Read each sentence separately
looking for grammar, punctuation or
spelling errors.


If working with a printed copy, try using
a ruler or a piece of paper to isolate
the line you are working on.


Circle every punctuation mark


This helps you to clearly focus on any
mistakes.


This forces you to look at each one. 
As you circle, ask yourself if the
punctuation is correct.


Read the paper backwards


Start with the last word on the last
page working your way back to the
beginning, reading each word
separately.


Helps check spelling. Content,
punctuation and grammar won’t make
any sense; the focus will be entirely on
spelling. 


Useful Tips:
When you’ve just finished it put it aside for a while; decide
whether you are going to work from the computer or a printed
copy; alter the size, colour or font to trick the brain into thinking
it’s a different text, allowing you to see it from a different
perspective; find a quiet place to work and do it in blocks of time
rather than in one go to enable full concentration.


Proofreading (checking your work)
This is the final stage of the editing process (revising your work) and is done when
you have completed your assignment. 


Proofreading is important as you will be marked on your style, content,
structure and presentation. 
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The Harvard system of referencing


This is a guide to the Harvard system but you should always check your course handbook
and/or module outline for any further guidance, as your lecturers may prefer a different
style of referencing. It is always advisable to check which system you are expected to use
and to what extent it may vary from this guide.


1. Introduction
When writing a piece of work you should provide references to the sources used. A reference is the
detailed bibliographic description of the item from which you gained your information. In simple terms, this
means the details of the items that you have used, e.g. author, title, date of publication. References are
briefly cited within the text, and then given in full at the end of your work in a reference list. Any other
items read for background information but not referred to in the text should be given in full at the end of
your work in a bibliography.


References are used to:


• Enable the reader to locate the sources you have used;


• Help support your arguments and provide your work with credibility;


• Show the scope and breadth of your research;


• Acknowledge the source of an argument or idea. Failure to do so could result in a charge of plagiarism.


Plagiarism


Plagiarism is defined by De Montfort University Student Regulations as “The significant use by a student
of other people’s work and the submission of it as though it were his or her own”. For more information on
how to avoid plagiarism please see www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Howto/HowtoAvoidPlagiarism.pdf.


Citation styles


Various citation styles exist. They convey the same information, only the presentation of that information
differs. Most style guides fall into two commonly used systems:


• author-date system (e.g. Harvard);


• numeric system (e.g. Vancouver, MLA, IEEE).


Whichever system you use, it is important that you are consistent in its application.


This guide is intended to provide you with advice on how to use the Harvard (author-date) system
where you supply the author’s name and the date of publication of the document referred to within the
text. In order to find out more about the document a reader can simply look up the author’s name in the
reference list.
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Collecting and organising references


It is often not easy (or possible) to retrieve sources after you have written your text. For this reason it is
best to keep a good record of everything you use. Reference management software, such as RefWorks,
EndNote, Mendeley or Zotero, will help you organise your references according to different citation
systems and to add the citations to your text. Alternatively, you could store your references on index
cards. For further information about reference management and help in using RefWorks, please see our
reference management guide at: http://libguides.library.dmu.ac.uk/referencing.


A note about dates and page numbers


If no date can be established you can use n.d. e.g. Webb (n.d.)


If the date can be established but only approximately you should use c. e.g. Webb (c.2012)


Electronic books read via an e-reader such as the Kindle do not have traditional page numbers. In this
case, use the chapter numbers instead for indicating the location of a quoted section:


If you wish to cite a web resource that does not include page numbers, you can include any of the
following in the text to cite the quotation:


• A paragraph number, if provided; alternatively, you could count paragraphs down from the beginning of
the document:


• An overarching heading plus a paragraph number within that section:


• A short title in quotation marks, in cases in which the heading is too unwieldy to cite in full:


2. Citations in the text
All ideas taken from another source regardless of whether directly quoted or paraphrased must be
referenced in the text of your assignment. To link the information you use in your text to its source (book,
article, etc.), put the author’s name and the year of publication at the appropriate point in your text. If the
author’s name does not naturally occur in your writing, put the author’s surname and date in brackets.


So if the author’s name is James Robert Jones, you would use the surname Jones and the date to cite in
the text.


e.g. Jones (2011, chapter 6) states that…


e.g. British Medical Association (2012, para. 2) states that…


e.g. NHS (2012, Migraines, para. 3) states that…


e.g. NHS (2012, Risks section, ‘Driving and mobile phones’) states that…


e.g. There is some evidence (Jones, 2012) that these figures are incorrect.
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If the author’s name is part of the statement, put only the year in brackets:


If there are two or three authors, give all:


Note: if you are giving a direct quotation then you need to include the page number.


If there are more than three authors, cite only the first followed by ‘et al.’ (which means ‘and others’):


If an author has published more documents in the same year, distinguish between them by adding
lower-case letters:


Secondary referencing


When an author quotes or cites another author and you wish to cite the original author you should first try
to trace the original item. However, if this is not possible, you must acknowledge both sources in the text,
but only include the item you actually read in your reference list.


Then cite Jones in full in your reference list.


Information found in more than one source


If you find information in more than one source, you may want to include all the references to strengthen
your argument. In this case, cite all sources in the same brackets, placing them in order of publication
date (earliest first). Separate the references using a semi-colon (;).


e.g. Jones (2012) has provided evidence that these figures are incorrect.


e.g. It is claimed that government in the information age will “work better and cost less”
(Bellamy and Taylor, 1998, p.41).


e.g. …adoptive parents were coping better with the physical demands of parenthood and found
family life more enjoyable (Levy et al., 1991).


e.g. In recent studies by Smith (2013a, 2013b, 2013c)…


e.g. If Jones discusses the work of Smith you could use:


Smith (2012) as cited by Jones (2013)


or Smith’s 2012 study (cited in Jones, 2013) shows that…


e.g. Several writers (Jones, 2011; Biggs, 2012; Smith, 2013) argue…
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3. Reference List/Bibliography
Full references of sources used should be listed as a reference list at the end of your work. This list of
references is arranged alphabetically usually by author. You may also be required by your tutor to include a
bibliography which should list not only all items used within the text but also any other sources you have
read as part of your research. Examples of these can be found at the end of journal articles or books (but
might not be in Harvard style).


Example of a Reference List


ASHTON, F. (1948) Cinderella. [Royal Opera House, London, 13th January 2004].


CHAN, T.M. (2011) Three problems about dynamic convex hulls. In: Proceedings of the 27th Annual
Symposium on Computational Geometry, Paris, June 2011. New York: ACM, pp. 27-37.


MAIMON, D. and BROWNING, C.R. (2012) Adolescents’ violent victimization in the neighbourhood:
situational and contextual determinants. British journal of criminology, 52 (4), pp. 808-833.


MALTZMAN, R. and SHIRLEY, D. (c.2011) Green project management. London: CRC Press.


Whenever possible, elements of a bibliographical reference should be taken from the title page of the
publication or from the library catalogue. Each reference should give the elements and punctuation as
found below. Authors should always be in capitals, followed by the date in brackets. In the following
examples, the source (e.g. title) has been italicised; you can also emphasise the source by underlining or
typing in bold. It does not usually matter which you use, so long as you are consistent throughout your
reference list.


If the author is James Robert Jones this will become JONES, J.R.


Abdul-Rahman Al-Haddad would be AL-HADDAD, A.


If there is no author use ANONYMOUS.


3.1 References – Books


Books


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title. Edition – if not the 1st. Place of publication: Publisher.


Books with two or three authors


Books with more than three authors – give the name of the first author, followed by ‘et al.’ (and others).


e.g. CLARKE, S. (2011) Textile design. London: Laurence King.


e.g. SEIDMAN, S. (2012) Contested knowledge. 5th ed. Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell.


e.g. LIGHT, G., COX, R. and CALKIN, S. (2009) Learning and teaching in higher education:
the reflective professional. 2nd ed. London: Sage.


e.g. SHAW, R. et al. (2011) Management essentials for doctors. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
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Books with one or more editor(s) – Include the abbreviation (ed./eds.) after their surname.


EDITOR(S) (ed./eds.) (Year) Title. Edition. Place of Publication: Publisher.


Chapters in books


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of chapter. In: AUTHOR(S)/EDITOR(S), (ed./eds.) Book title. Edition. Place of
publication: Publisher, Pages, use p. or pp.


Note: Electronic books should be cited exactly the same as print, following the rules above.


3.2 References – other sources


Journal articles


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of article. Title of journal, Vol. no. (Part no./Issue/Month), Pages, use p. or pp.


Note: Journal articles taken from the Internet or a database should be cited as print using the rules above.
Only include the web address or database name if there are no page numbers and just use the main web
address, not the unique address of the individual article.


Newspaper articles


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Article title. Newspaper title, Day and Month (abbreviated). Pages, use p. or pp.


Where there is no page number e.g. for an online newspaper use the source, and add the date accessed.


Newspaper articles taken from the Internet or a database should be cited as print using the rules above.
Only include the web address or database name if there are no page numbers and just use the main
web address, not the unique address of the individual article. e.g. http://www.guardian.co.uk not
http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2012/aug/08/bank-of-england-cuts-uk-growth-forecasts.


e.g. FURSE, A. (ed.) (2011) Theatre in pieces: politics, poetics and interdisciplinary collaboration:
an anthology of play texts 1966-2010. London: Methuen Drama.


e.g. TUCKMAN, A. (1999) Labour, skills and training. In: LEVITT, R. et al. (eds.) The reorganised
National Health Service. 6th ed. Cheltenham: Stanley Thornes, pp. 135-155.


e.g. MAIMON, D. and BROWNING, C.R. (2012) Adolescents’ violent victimization in the
neighbourhood: situational and contextual determinants. British journal of criminology,
52 (4), pp. 808-833.


e.g. STAMM, M.C. et al. (2013) Information forensics: an overview of the first decade.
IEEE Access, 1. Available from http://www.ieee.org/IEEEAccess.


e.g. ALDRICK, P. (2014) It’s not just academic: universities could make a difference to Britain’s
exports. The Times, 9th Jan. p. 45.


e.g. GOODLEY, S. (2012) Bank of England cuts UK growth forecasts. Guardian, 8th Aug.
Available from: http://www.guardian.co.uk [Accessed 20/10/13].
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Systematic reviews (for example, from the Cochrane Library)


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of review. [Systematic Review] Title of source, Issue. [Accessed date].


Image(s) or Diagram(s) within a book


Where the image or diagram cited from a book is the work of the author use the citation for the book and
add the page number as you would for a direct quote.


Where the image or diagram cited from a book is not the work of the author, additional reference to the
work should be made, as follows:


Image:


ARTIST (Year) Title of the work. [Material type]. At or In: (where found, for example in a book or museum).
AUTHOR(S)/EDITOR(S) of book (Year) Title. Edition. Place of publication: Publisher, Page number.


or


Diagram:


Papers in conference proceedings


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title. In: Title of conference proceedings. Place and date of conference (unless
included in title). Place of publication: Publisher, Pages, use p. or pp.


Publications from a corporate body (e.g. Government publications)


NAME OF ISSUING BODY (Year) Title. Place of publication: Publisher, Report no. (where relevant).


Note that where the author is a government body, the country becomes the author. If an official report has
individual authors these should not be used; instead use the name of the official body.


e.g. GRANT, N.H. et al. (2013) Elective preterm birth for fetal gastroschisis. [Systematic Review]
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, Issue 6. [Accessed 17/07/13].


e.g. MASOLINO, T. (1427) The Temptation of Adam and Eve. [Painting] In: BRUCE-MITFORD, M.
(1996) The illustrated book of signs and symbols. London: Dorling Kindersley, p. 63.


e.g. MINTZBERG, H. (1979) The basic parts of organisations – Mintzberg’s model. [Diagram].
In: COLE, G.A. (2004) Management theory and practice. 6th ed. London: Thomson, p. 186.


e.g. CHAN, T.M. (2011) Three problems about dynamic convex hulls. In: Proceedings of the 27th
Annual Symposium on Computational Geometry, Paris, June 2011. New York: ACM, pp. 27-37.


e.g. GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCIAL SECURITY (1988) Report of
the enquiry into child abuse in Cleveland. London: HMSO, Cm 413.
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For reports known by their title rather than their author/s, include a see reference in your reference list,
in addition to the main entry.


For reports known by the name of the chairman or person responsible for the inquiry, include a see
reference in your reference list, in addition to the main entry.


Legislation


Legislation includes Acts of Parliament (also known as Statutes) and Statutory Instruments (also known
as Rules, Orders and Regulations).


Legislation does not have an author.


Acts of Parliament


Title of the Act and year (chapter number of the act; abbreviated to ‘c.’). Place of publication: Publisher.


Statutory Instruments


Title of the Statutory Instrument and year (SI year/number). Place of publication: Publisher.


Market research reports


NAME OF ISSUING BODY (Year) Title, date (if available). Edition (if available). Place of publication:
Publisher, Report no. (if relevant)


British Standards


These rules can be applied to all standards.


NAME OF AUTHORISING ORGANISATION (Year of publication) Number and title of standard.
Place of publication: Publisher.


e.g. The Cleveland Enquiry – see GREAT BRITAIN. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCIAL
SECURITY (1988).


e.g. Cadbury report – see COMMITTEE ON THE FINANCIAL ASPECTS OF CORPORATE
GOVERNANCE (1992).


COMMITTEE ON THE FINANCIAL ASPECTS OF CORPORATE GOVERNANCE (1992)
Report of the committee on the financial aspects of corporate governance (Cadbury Report).
London: Gee.


e.g. Environment Act 2005 (c. 25). London: The Stationery Office.


e.g. Insolvency Rules 1986 (SI 1986/925). London: HMSO.


e.g. MINTEL (2012) Coffee: Mintel marketing report, April 2012. London: Mintel International.


or KEY NOTE (2012) Footwear: Key Note market report plus. Hampton: Key Note.
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Theses and dissertations


AUTHOR (Year) Title. Designation (Level, e.g. MSc, PhD.), Institution.


Exhibition catalogues


ARTIST (Year) Title of exhibition. [Exhibition catalogue including place and date] Place of publication:
Publisher.


Music scores


COMPOSER (Year) Title. [Music score] Place of publication: Publisher.


3.3 References – Live Performance


Dance


COMPOSER or CHOREOGRAPHER (Year of premiere) Title. Company (optional). [Location, Date seen].


Plays


Title by Author. (Year of performance) Directed by add DIRECTOR’S NAME. Company (optional).
[Location, Date seen].


3.4 References – Electronic or audiovisual


Electronic books and electronic journals should be cited in the same way as print, using the guidelines in
sections 3.1 and 3.2 respectively.


The principles for citing electronic resources are the same as for other formats; use the author and date of
publication in the text, then follow the convention as detailed below. The nature of web resources means
that author names are often not available and dates can be very vague. You will therefore need to decide
who is responsible for producing the web page and use them as the author; often this will be an
organisation rather than a personal name. You should be able to find this information by following ‘about
us’ or ‘contact us’ links.


e.g. BRITISH STANDARDS INSTITUTE (2008) BS ISO 8178-2: Reciprocating internal
combustion engines – exhaust emission measurement. London: British Standards Institute.


e.g. FENG, W. (2010) Remote service provision for connected homes. Unpublished thesis (PhD.),
De Montfort University.


e.g. HARRIS, W. (1983) William Harris as designer. [Catalogue of an exhibition held at the
Whitworth Art Gallery, 3 May – 4 June 1983] London: Arts Council.


e.g. BACH, J.S. (1970) Organ music. [Music score] New York: Dover Publications.


e.g. ASHTON, F. (1948) Cinderella. [Royal Opera House, London, 13th January 2004].


e.g. An inspector calls by J.B. Priestley. (2009) Directed by STEPHEN DALDRY.
[Arts Theatre, Cambridge, 11th May 2009].
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If there is no author or organisation you can use the title of the web page. If there is no title use a
truncated web address (you should consider whether this resource is suitable for academic work).


Web pages


Electronic references should contain the following elements:


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of document. [Type of resource] Organisation responsible (optional).
Available from: web address [Accessed date].


If you are referencing an electronic journal article, newspaper article or book, use the standard
referencing format for that item. Guidelines can be found above.


Note: Dates are not always available for web pages. If this is the case use (n.d.) where n.d. represents no
date so that the reader knows you have omitted this element.


Computer games


AUTHOR(S) or ORIGINATOR(S) (Year) Title of game. [Medium of item, i.e. DVD, CD or Online] Platform
(Xbox, PC etc). Place of Publication: Publisher.


Software


Individual authors are rarely acknowledged. If you cannot find a named author of an electronic source then
use the organisation or title in place of the author.


AUTHOR(S) or ORIGINATOR(S) (Year) Title. [Software] Version/series etc. Place of publication: Publisher.


E-mail messages from a public domain e.g. discussion boards or conferences.


AUTHOR (of message) (Year) Subject of the message. [Online] Electronic conference or bulletin board,
Day/month of posting. Available from: email address [Accessed date].


e.g. NHS (2012) Mobile phone safety. [Online] NHS. Available from: http://www.nhs.co.uk/
conditions/Mobile-phone-safety/Pages/Introduction.aspx [Accessed 08/08/12].


e.g. PATIENT.CO.UK (n.d.) Hypothyroidism – underactive thyroid [Online] Patient.co.uk.
Available from: http://www.patient.co.uk/health/Hypothyroidism-Underactive-Thyroid.htm
[Accessed 08/08/12].


e.g. ELECTRONIC ARTS (2003) The Sims. [CD] PlayStation 2. London: Electronic Arts Inc.


e.g. SPSS (2004) SPSS for Windows. [Software] Version 12.0.1. Chicago: SPSS.


e.g. BROWN, F. (2007) How to promote online reading. [Online] Library and information
professionals discussion list, 12th May. Available from: http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/LIS-
profession.html [Accessed 08/07/14].
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Weblogs (Blogs)


AUTHOR (Year) Title of the posting (if applicable). [Weblog] Title of the site. Day/month of posting.
Available from: web address [Accessed date].


Wikis


WIKI NAME (Year) Title of article. [Online] Available from: web address [Accessed date].


Social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter, Bebo etc)


These are web pages so should be referenced as such.


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of page. [Title of web site] Day/month of posted message. Available from: web
address [Accessed date].


Media (video, film, or broadcast)


Title. (Year) [Type of media] ORIGINATOR (e.g. director). Place of production: Production company.


A television or radio broadcast should also include the date and time of broadcast and the episode
number, if applicable.


Title. (Year) Episode number and name if applicable. [Type of media] ORIGINATOR (e.g. channel).
Exact date and time of broadcast.


Individual contributors or interviewees should be cited as follows:


e.g. TRANSPORTATION SECURITY ADMINISTRATION (2008) Behaviour detection officers
lead to arrest in Orlando. [Weblog] Evolution of security. 2nd April. Available from:
http://www.tsa.gov/blog/ [Accessed 03/04/08].


e.g. INFOTEACH (2007) Learning_outcomes. [Online] Available from:
http://infoteach.org/wiki/doku.php/learning_outcomes [Accessed 18/04/13].


e.g. JONES, S. (2009) Referencing Group. [Facebook] 5th May. Available from:
www.facebook.com [Accessed 09/05/09].


or GUARDIAN (2012) Homeless teenager forced to live in tent after councils neglect his needs
http://chttp://gu.com/p/39t49/tf. [Twitter] 8th August. Available from:
https://twitter.com/guardian/status/232976814790807552 [Accessed 08/08/12].


e.g. Rebel without a cause. (1983) [Film] Directed by NICHOLAS RAY. USA: Warner Bros.


e.g. The culture show. (2013) [TV] BBC2. 13th March, 2200 hrs.


or Doctor Who. (2013) Episode 8, Cold war. [TV] BBC1. 13th April, 1800 hrs.


or Book of the week. (2008) The Atlantic Ocean. [Radio] BBC RADIO 4. 21st July, 0945 hrs.


e.g. BROWN, G. (2008) Interview. In: Today Programme. [Radio] BBC RADIO 4.
15th May, 0810 hrs.
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Online films


Examples include Youtube films.


ORIGINATOR (Year) Title of film. [Type of resource] Available from: web address [Accessed date].


Podcasts


BROADCASTER (if available) (Year) Name of podcast. [Type of resource i.e. Podcast]
Organisation/publisher responsible (optional). Day of podcast (day, month). Available from:
web address [Accessed date].


Online images


ORIGINATOR (Year) Description or title of image. [Online image] Available from: web address
[Accessed date].


3.5 References – personal communication


A personal communication can be a letter, memo, email, fax, interview, informal conversation, telephone
call or lecture presentation. (Some faculties do not permit lecture notes to be included as references.)
They should be included within the text but not in the reference list as the reference is not traceable.


When referencing a personal communication you should:


• Ask permission of the person before quoting them;


• Provide the communicator’s initials and surname and the type of communication in the text;


• Provide the exact date of the communication.


Lecture notes on Blackboard


NAME (Year of presentation) Lecture title, from MODULE CODE Title of module. Teaching organisation,
location and date of presentation. Available from: Blackboard [Accessed date].


e.g. PROQUESTREFWORKS (2012) 1.2 Adding references to Refworks using direct export.
[Online film] Available from: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CzBU5rTzGY [Accessed
17/07/13].


e.g. HOPKIN, K. (2008) The mythical daily water requirement. [Podcast] Scientific American.
2nd April. Available from: http://www.sciam.com/podcast/episode.cfm?id=0BD1CF72-E411-
2EE5-A4CDEE3447E81C93 [Accessed 19/06/13].


e.g. JSCREATIONZS (2012) Gears concept. [Online image] Available from:
www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/search.php?searc [Accessed 19/06/13].


e.g. In an email on 23rd July 2014 J. Brown stated that…


or In a conversation on 25th March 2013 B. Jones confirmed that…


or In a lecture on 8th January 2014 V. Rolfe outlined…
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3.6 References – reference works


Dictionaries/encyclopaedias


If an encyclopaedia entry has a named author the format for a chapter in a book should be used with the
addition of the encyclopaedia volume number.


AUTHOR(S) (Year) Title of chapter. In: AUTHOR(S)/EDITOR(S) (ed./eds.) Title, Volume (if applicable).
Edition. Place of publication: Publisher, Pages. (use p. or pp.)


If there is no author then the title (e.g. Oxford English dictionary) should be used both within the text and
in the reference list.


Title. (Year) Volume (if applicable). Edition. Place of publication: Publisher.


Note: If you are referencing from an online source use the standard referencing format for reference
works as detailed above.


Classical works


Principal classical works such as the Bible and Koran/Qur’an should only be included in the text and not
in the reference list. Appropriate details should be included but not the year.


4. Further information
If you need further help please contact your subject librarian or email justask@dmu.ac.uk.


Remember, it is always advisable to consult the person for whom you are writing, whether a tutor
or an editor, as to which style of referencing they want you to use.


A guide to referencing and using RefWorks is available at:
http://libguides.library.dmu.ac.uk/referencing


This guide is available online at: www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Images/Selfstudy/Harvard.pdf


e.g. HALL, S.M. (2012) Critical analysis – meta-analysis & systematic reviews, from PHAR3504
Practitioner and patient. De Montfort University, Hawthorn Building on 22nd November.
Available from Blackboard [Accessed 17/07/13].


e.g. KESNER, R.P. (2002) Memory neurobiology. In: RAMACHANDRAN, V.S. (ed.)
Encyclopedia of the human brain, Vol. 2. San Diego: Academic Press, pp. 783-796.


e.g. Shorter Oxford English dictionary. (2007) Vol. 2. 6th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


e.g. ‘Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself’
(John 15:4, New International Version).
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Focus on
Essay Writing


Essay writing is a process and a product. You need to focus on the process in order to
achieve a high quality product.


What is an essay?
The word ‘essay’ originally meant ‘to test’ or ‘try out’. The academic essay, however, now has the more
usual meaning of a short piece of analytical writing on a given subject.


Why write essays?


Essay writing is an essential part of the learning process. It involves:


• time management – meeting the deadline for the essay
• gathering information – appropriate resources and references
• interpreting and analysing the information
• organising and structuring your thoughts and ideas
• planning what you are going to write
• following a set of writing conventions
• communicating those thoughts and ideas clearly on paper
• reviewing the marked essay for future improvement


It’s a learning curve. Your essay writing style will develop through practice and you will begin to write more
clearly, objectively and persuasively. As your writing improves, your assessment grades should reflect that
improvement. Finally, being skilled in writing clearly, objectively and persuasively must be an advantage to
you for the rest of your life.


Preparation


Start your preparation early. Read the assignment as soon as you can. Devote about 20 minutes to
reading it in detail. Write out the full title, don’t be tempted to shorten it as this can be misleading.
Highlight or underline key words. Display the title so that you can always see it. It acts as a reminder and it
will keep you focused on the question. Keep everything you need together. Before writing, make sure you
know the word limit, use A4 paper and re-read the question.
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Analysing the question


This will help you to find out what is required of you. It sounds obvious but failing to answer the question
is a common mistake. Your analysis of the question will also help you to identify the information you need.
It will raise questions that you can try and answer in your essay.


Style and Content
Style and content complement each other. Together they make up the essay.


Style


An essay should demonstrate that you possess a high level of understanding about a given subject.
A good writing style will enhance this understanding making it a most important part of your learning
experience. You need to adopt the appropriate style of writing for the intellectual demands of an
academic essay.


Keep your writing style objective. Academic writing demands that you remain emotionally neutral. Try to
express everything as simply as you can. Don’t forget your reader!


Content


A good essay:


• answers the question
• shows evidence of wide reading
• uses source material (notes, texts, journals etc.)
• gives examples, evidence, reasons, case studies
• is analytical in structure
• compares and contrasts different opinions
• distinguishes facts from ideas and opinions
• deals with a range of arguments
• demonstrates an awareness of the complexity of the subject
• is written in your own words
• follows an argument with logical development from one point to another
• groups similar points together
• uses well-constructed sentences and paragraphs
• uses references and quotations
• concludes by making a decision – which argument is the best?
• has good spelling, grammar and punctuation
• is within the word limit
• is on single sides of A4
• has a reference section or bibliography
• follows the agreed system of referencing


Don’t be put off by the above. Use it as a check list as you write your essay.
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Stylistic Conventions


What is a convention? Broadly speaking, it is the most generally established view of what is accepted usage.


In the context of academic essays, this means a set of stylistic conventions you need to acknowledge in
your writing as a matter of course. Below is a brief guide to some of these conventions to help you
improve your essay writing style.


Colloquialisms and slang


Examples:


Avoid using colloquialisms and slang because their meaning is not always clear. They are used in
everyday informal conversation. This is where they belong because you can ask immediately for
clarification. In an essay, your audience is a distance reader who cannot ask: that clarification needs to be
in your writing.


Lists and headings


These are not appropriate in essays where you should be writing in continuous prose. Avoid them and
incorporate them into sentences.


Abbreviations and contractions


Examples:


Make sure you avoid these and write everything out in full. It allows for a more formal writing style to
emerge.


Personal pronouns


Academic essay writing is impersonal so avoid using I, we, you.


Numbers


Numbers should be written in full, for example: three perspectives.


Using quotations


Everything between the quotation marks, even the punctuation, should be exactly the same as the original
text. If you want to leave something out or add something use dots or square brackets respectively.


Beginning sentences


Avoid using and, but, or, yet at the beginning of sentences.
Every time you write an essay, you are practising these conventions. Your marked essay will identify
inappropriate usage. Learn from your mistakes and improve your writing style.
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Colloquialism:


Slang:


being led up the garden path


gob-smacked


fooling someone


astounded


Abbreviations:


Contractions:


dept.  quote.


wouldn’t  isn’t  can’t







Gathering information
Analyse the essay question and course notes very carefully before you begin to gather your information.
Note briefly in writing any key words, concepts and texts/authors recommended by lecturers etc. These
notes will help you select what you want.


Your information will come from a wide variety of sources, for example:


• lecture and course notes
• books (tutors’ reading lists etc.)
• academic journals
• periodicals
• newspapers
• articles
• the internet – electronic databases etc.
• TV, radio, films
• discussions with friends etc.


Once you have gathered all the information you want, start to read round the topic. Your tutor will be
looking for evidence of wide as well as deep reading. As you read, start to select information relevant to
your essay question. You need to be selective because you can’t use everything. Use contents and
indexes to find subject matter quickly. Make sure that the publication is up to date. Concentrate on
chapters/passages related to your topic. Read articles/journals referred to in recommended texts.
Remember the word limit.


Primary sources


Highlight, underline or circle any source of information ( the set book, a film etc.) without which you could
not write your essay. This vital information is a primary source and is the essence of your essay.


Secondary sources


Secondary sources are used to supplement primary sources. They can also be used in the absence of
primary information. They provide useful background information and supporting evidence for your
argument.


Note references


Identify useful quotations/references as you read and note them carefully. It is time wasting to have to go
back through material attributing them. Make notes in your own words. Avoid using copied chunks in your
essay.


Planning and Reviewing
Make a plan before you write; it helps you to get started. Review your essay when you get it back, it has
key information for you.


How to get started


Starting to write is very hard. Everyone finds it hard. You can write the essay but you can’t work out how
to get started. Here are some strategies to help you overcome this. To begin with, give yourself plenty of
time and don’t keep putting the moment off! Read and absorb the essay title, allowing time for
subconscious-thought processes to suggest ideas to you. Before you do any research, write an outline of
approximately 100 words on the given topic. You often know more than you think. This outline keeps you
focused and shapes your ideas for reading. You have also begun to write.
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Planning your essay


Planning your essay is essential in order to produce a well-structured, balanced piece of writing. The plan
itself can be a list of topic headings with summaries. These headings can be written on separate sheets of
paper enabling you to move ideas around without re-writing. Planning enables you to work out of
sequence (e.g. writing the introduction last) making sure, however, that you work to the title all the time.


You also need to get a feel for the length of each of the main sections or topics you want to cover. You
can work out a target number of words for each section. Make sure you know how many words of yours
fill a side of A4. Consider how long your introduction and conclusion are going to be and work out how
many words you have left to address the main topics of the essay. Planning helps you break down the
essay into ‘bite-sized’ chunks of writing that are easier to deal with.


Reviewing your essay


Review your essay when you get it back. It’s tempting to put it away and forget about it, especially if it’s
covered in hand writing. Don’t be discouraged. Sometimes it helps to leave it for a day or two. Remember,
marks indicate your current performance but comments may lead to better results in the future. Don’t take
it personally; try to focus on the issues addressed by the tutor. Check you understand the comments
made and highlight any that are useful. Make sure you distinguish between major issues (obvious
omissions etc.) that can lose you a lot of marks and minor issues (grammar etc.) where you lose a few.
See your tutor if there is anything you don’t understand and amend your essay while it is still fresh in your
mind.


Organising and structuring
This is a very important part of essay writing, as important as the content.


Organisation


Once you have gathered all the information for your essay, organising it starts to shape the argument you
intend to use. This argument, if it is well thought through, provides the structure for your essay. It helps
you to order your paragraphs. It makes you think through your essay, from beginning to end, before you
start writing. This organisation also ensures that your information is distributed throughout the essay.


The importance of paragraphs


Paragraphs have a two-fold importance for you as a writer. They structure your thoughts and aid the
understanding of your reader. The key sentence within the paragraph also performs a dual purpose. It
sums up an idea for you and informs the reader what the paragraph is about. Clear paragraphing helps
you to move logically from one idea to the next. Link words like ‘however’ or ‘to summarise’ enable you to
do this. They also help the reader by indicating that you are moving on to a new point. Paragraphing is a
form of ‘sign posting’, your reader will get lost if you don’t provide the signs. Finally, paragraphs break up
the text making it much easier to read!


Structure


The Introduction
This is the paragraph where you address the question, actual or implied, in your assignment and indicate
the arguments and evidence you are going to use to answer it. This should be about 10% of your essay
(200 words of 2000 word essay). Try to make a positive impact in your opening sentences.
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Main Body
Here you develop your argument and line of reasoning. State facts and give your evidence. Use examples
and illustrations making sure that everything is in an easy to follow, logical sequence of paragraphs.


Conclusion
This paragraph should sum up the main ideas and state any conclusions you have come to. Consider
whether there are any further implications which could provide scope for future investigation. Make sure
your conclusion does not include any new material. Your last sentence should sum up your argument and
refer back briefly to the essay question. This paragraph should be about 10% of your essay.


Drafting and Presentation
Drafting your essay is part of that process so you need to set aside plenty of time. It makes a very
important contribution to the overall quality of your essay. It allows you to make mistakes and eliminate
them. If you word process, you can ‘cut and paste’ to continually revise and review your writing. It also
gives you time to reflect on the following:


• have you answered the question
• have you read your essay critically
• is it written in an objective style
• have you used appropriate evidence
• is your argument coherent (logical and consistent)
• do you show a good grasp of the relevant parts of your course
• is it referenced correctly (consult your Module Handbook etc.)


Proof reading


Set aside time between draft and deadline to proof read your essay before you hand it in. Get someone
else to read it. Read it ‘aloud’ to yourself. Keep the drafts and/or print outs of your work. They provide
proof of your work should the final essay get ‘lost’. If you are using a word processor, read the print out to
find errors. A computer screen is very hard to read for mistakes. Revising your essay carefully can affect
grades. Re-read after a break and ask yourself if the essay is clear and convincing. Is it easy for the reader
to understand your point of view?


Presentation


All essays should be well presented whether hand written or word processed. If it is hand-written, the
handwriting should be neat and legible. Word processed essays should, automatically, be easy to read.
You can also take a second copy for yourself in seconds and save the essay. In both cases, allow space
for written remarks from your tutor. Use A4 paper and check your Module Handbook carefully for
instructions about handwriting and word processing. Number the pages, make sure your name and the
correct date are clearly visible together with the title, preferably on a separate page. Clearly indicate the
word count at the end of the essay. Submit the essay in a presentation file, not loose leaf or in a clear
plastic wallet. Some assignments fail if the above is ignored. It should look attractive and be easy to read
and understand. Consult your Module Handbook for specific instructions. Finally, obtain a receipt as
evidence that you have handed your essay in.
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Using references and quotations
References and quotations must be used as evidence of deep and wide reading. They add intellectual
weight to your essay and must be used appropriately.


Crediting sources


This is very important when using written sources. As you read, remember to note:


• the page number
• author
• title
• date
• place of publication
• name of publisher


• Note the above carefully just in case books, journals etc. are not available later on. Once you know
what you want to say, you can start to incorporate into your essay the various sources available to you.
Credit all the sources you use either in the text or in the footnotes of your essay.


References


References are vital since they indicate your source for a particular argument etc. Having found what you
want, decide what you are going to use and where. Continue writing in your own words when referring to
someone else’s point of view, argument, concept etc. Show clearly where the evidence came from:


e.g. ’Lashley (1995) demonstrates how to use references and quotations.’


Quotations


When you quote from a text, it must be word for word and separated from your writing by quotation
marks. If you quote more than one line of words, you must indent the whole quotation. There should be a
double space before and after the quotation (see your Module Handbook for specific instructions).


At the end of your essay:


• References list all the books, journals etc. to which you have referred.
• Bibliography (if one is required) list all the relevant texts that you read even if you did not refer to them


in your essay.
• The Harvard System is the most convenient system to use but make sure you check your Module


Handbook for the referencing system used on your course.


Citing Bibliographic references


• What does it mean?
• Citing: acknowledging within your text the document from which you have obtained information or ideas


Bibliography: the list of publications you have consulted


Reference: the detailed description of the document from which you have obtained your information


7







Why is it important?


You must acknowledge the sources you have used to establish your arguments and criticism, otherwise
you could be accused of plagiarism.


To enable other people to identify and trace the sources you have used for your ideas.


How is it done?


There are two methods which can be used:


• Harvard System
• Numeric System


You can use either of these methods but you must be consistent in your use. The Harvard Method is
illustrated below. Do not try to use both at the same time!


The Harvard system


Using this method consists of two stages:


Citing in text:
‘There is some evidence (Sax, 1996) that these figures are incorrect’


Or:


‘Turner (1996) indicated that these figures are incorrect’
(Use surname and publication year only in text)


Citing in a bibliography at the end of the text:
If the item is a book:
SAX, N.I. (1996) Industrial pollution. London, Van Nostrand.


If the item is a journal article:
TURNER, A.C. (1996) Airborne mercury concentration. Air Pollution,
Vol 12 (4), pp. 13-17
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Focus on
Notemaking


Why make notes


There are no rules for making notes. However, during your course you will spend a great
deal of time and effort taking notes. Why are you taking notes? If you don’t know then you
can’t be selective, a very important part of note making. If you’re not sure, read on.


Purpose


Making good notes is invaluable to you because they form a vital part of the information you need for your
course.


• They create order as you go through your course.
• They record your progress through lectures and texts and serve you when doing assignments and


revision etc.
• They are an extension of your memory and evidence of hard work which is good for morale.


The text


• Always make a note of the author, title, publisher, date and page numbers before you begin reading. If
it’s an article, note the journal title.


• Read texts in an active way. What is it about? What do I need to remember? Be selective, note exactly
what you need and no more.


• Use A4 paper. Number the pages as you go.
• If the text book is your own, consider how many notes you actually need to make. Highlighting,


underlining etc. can help you to focus on the structure of the book and line of argument. Only highlight
what you can remember. Be realistic! The lecture and the text book are complementary.


The lecture


• First of all, be there.
• Sit with a friend. You can fill in gaps and check information immediately after the lecture while it is still


fresh in your minds.
• Sit in the middle of the lecture room towards the front where you can see the visual aids. Here you


won’t be distracted by other students and you will feel closely involved. 
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• As before, note the date, lecturer’s name and course title.
• Listen attentively.
• Look at words on the blackboard or overhead projector. Take a critical interest. Be discriminating and


selective. Use key concepts, principles and facts as the focus of your notes.
• Personalise your notes with your own words, phrases and comments. This will help you understand the


topic under consideration. Edit any handouts you may have been given by adding notes in the margins.


How to make notes
Using different note making techniques can help to improve the overall effectiveness of your notes.


Linear notes


Most students write notes in linear form.


• These notes follow the programme order of the lecture or the structure of the book and include all
stages of the argument. Students use a.b.c., A.B.C., i. ii. iii., etc. to mark a pathway through the
argument. These notes are always useful and safe if you are not confident.


• However, uniformity in making notes means that you are missing out on the very effective visual side of
your thinking.


Diagrammatic notes… or patterned notes


• Use keywords as their focus and enable you to get away from the linear form. Making a diagram does
demand time but it’s worth it. You need to find your own way of making and developing diagrams.
These diagrams enable you to use both verbal and visual memory and interpretation.


• Inject colour, humour even, as well as different images and sizes. A note-making system that uses
these approaches makes your notes more memorable to you.


• Start in the middle of the page and let associations radiate outwards.


Content and storage
Note making is not dictation. Don’t copy; it’s a barrier to learning. Don’t do it just because everyone else is
doing it. You make notes because you recognise a need for the information you are hearing or reading.


• Note making is more a strategy than a skill. It’s a range of different activities.
• The common factor is that you are writing for yourself alone.
• Avoid uniformity, use different colour, size and shape to achieve the best outcome for you. Experiment


with layout.
• Write notes in your own words, this will help you to understand them.
• Making notes is an idiosyncratic activity, that’s why other people’s notes are generally not a lot of use to you.


Content


• Reduce any information to about third of the original. Notes should be the absolute core of what you
have heard or read. They should be brief, accurate and summarise the text, lecture or seminar.


• Keep them presentable for use later on.
• Attribute your notes where necessary, this is very important in the academic world.


2







Review


• Review your notes soon after they are made.
• Note any potential references as you analyse each section.
• Highlight important items so they stand out.
• List any questions you may have and see your lecturer for answers.
• Act on omissions while they are still fresh in your mind.


Storage


• Your notes should always be readily available. They are not made to be put away and gather dust.
They are an integral part of your course and should be in regular use.


• Develop a single storage system, for example: use ring binders and A4 sheets of paper. Notes, can
then be added and removed easily.


• Take care of your notes and keep them safe. Use post-it notes to summarise vital information and
display them on your desk, wall, computer etc.


Signs symbols and abbreviations
You may find these signs, symbols and abbreviations useful and timesaving when making notes. You might
also develop your own ‘shorthand’ e.g. DMU (De Montfort University) or mgt (management). It doesn’t
matter if other people can’t follow your notes, provided you can.


∴ therefore


= equals, is the same as


∵ because


≠ does not equal


==> implies, it follows that


⇔ is equivalent to


> greater than


≈ approximately


< less than


c. or ca. circa, e.g. c.1800


cf. compare this with…


ct. contrast


e.g. for example


et al. and others, usually with lists & authors
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et seq. and those, or the one, following
(usually used with references to pages, to indicate that a number of consecutive pages
are relevant)


f. or ff. those following, (like et seq. above)
(or instead of the word folios when books are numbered by folio and not page)


ibid. in the same place; (consecutive references to the same book will not quote the author etc.
again if the title is immediately preceding)


i.e. that is, meaning, more precisely


loc. cit. in the place previously cited or mentioned


n.b./N.B. make a note of, remember


op. cit. in the work or book previously cited
(but not the item immediately above in the list)


p,pp page(s)


supra above: see the earlier parts of the text


infra below: see the later parts of the text


sic. thus; this is usually used to indicate that you know there was a mistake in the text being
quoted


viz. namely, that is to say; often introducing a more precise explanation


4


© DMU Centre for Learning and Study Support (CLaSS), Libraries & Learning Services. All rights reserved. Issued: 09/12  PC2350






image6.emf
DMU - Focus on Reading Strategies.pdf


DMU - Focus on Reading Strategies.pdf


Focus on
Reading Strategies


Difficult text


Don’t be put off by difficult text, learn how to deal with it. Inevitably, as a student, you are
going to read difficult text. Here you need to read carefully and thoughtfully. Read small
amounts of text at a time. Depending on the difficulty of the text, your reading speed could
vary from 200 down to as few as 40 words per minute. Pause, think and try to absorb
what you have read.


Re-read


Re-read the text you have found difficult, you may find it easier to look at it again the next day. The more
familiar it becomes to you the less difficult it appears to be. Check you understand what you have read.
Look up the meaning of the words you don’t understand.


Key sentences


These sentences sum up the content of the paragraph and they can occur anywhere within it. Finding the
key sentence helps you focus your understanding of what you read and makes you think about what is
important.


Make the text your own


Either own the textbook or photocopy* any difficult passages, chapters etc. You are now able to highlight
the text, make notes and underline as you wish.


Understand the terminology


Make a list of any words you don’t understand. Use a good dictionary e.g. Oxford Concise English
Dictionary (1999 10th ed.). Also, use the specialist dictionary which relates to your subject. If you get
stuck, look ahead and look back in the text for clues. Look for help in other textbooks and lecture notes.
Ask the lecturer, ask other students.


*photocopy – you must follow the ‘Copyright guidelines for students and staff’ available in the library.
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Questioning what you read
Questioning is a technique you need to learn. It helps you to read intelligently.


Never begin reading without some questions in mind. They start to make you focus on exactly what you
need. They help to understand the text and stop you wasting time.


Make a list


Write down some questions before you start reading. Here are some general questions to get you started:


• What is the book about? An obvious but good question to ask yourself. Can you answer it before
starting to read the book?


• When was it written? Is it up to date? You have to question the value of reading a book that is not up to
date because you could waste a lot of time here. Out of date information can be useless.


• Does it have information you require? Before reading the book, you need to know the answer to this
question. It can save you time.


• What is the line of argument? Is it relevant to your needs? By speed reading, can you identify what
approach the author is taking: for example, is it general or very specific?


• What is the style and layout of the book? Is it straightforward or difficult? For example, some authors
summarise key issues and then go on to develop them throughout the chapter. Once you understand
the approach the author has taken, you can start to work out how much time you need to put aside to
read.


You should not believe every word you read


Remember, authors have their own point of view. Question it! The more specialist textbooks you read, the
more points of view you will discover.


Distinguish evidence from opinion


Question the opinion and identify the evidence and question how you can use both.


Become an active reader


If you take time to question what you are reading, you are actively participating in the reading process.
This is one of the most important reading skills you can develop. An active reader always reads with pen
in hand, ready to write down questions as they occur.
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Selecting the right textbook
Choosing the right textbook can save you a lot of time and money.


Evaluate the text


• Who is the author? Does this indicate a certain bias?


• Is it at the right level?


• Is the publication up to date? Are you using the latest edition?


• Does it contain the information you require?


The book list


Booklists can seem terrifying. Be reassured, you are not expected to read everything. But you do need to
develop a strategy for making an intelligent choice of books. Read the list carefully to see if any books are
considered essential reading. If this is not obvious, ask your lecturer, consult lecture notes and scrutinise
assignment details. Then you can prioritise your reading list. As you become more familiar with your
subject area (books, references etc.) this will become easier.


Buying a textbook


Make sure you look at other textbooks before choosing the one which you are going to buy. Then ask
yourself how are you going to use it. If you’re going to use it frequently, it’s worth buying. To improve your
reading, you really need to own the necessary books for your study. Talk to your lecturers and find out
which are the best books for you.


In the library


When you are in your area of study in the library, there are some questions you should ask yourself to help
choose a textbook. Are there a lot of copies of one particular textbook, for instance? If there are, it means
that the library recognises that there is great demand for this text. Could it be useful to you? Look also at
the condition of the book. If it seems to be brand new, has it just been published or is it unused? Well
used books are a good indicator of a useful text.


Is it appropriate for you?


Does the book look readable and manageable? Are you comfortable with the level of language and
vocabulary? If you are unsure about choosing between a number of similar texts, then these can be useful
and valid questions to ask yourself.
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Speed Reading
Speed reading is a skill you need to develop. It helps you to read more quickly


You can develop the skill of speed reading


Generally, reading is the eye fixing on each word in a sentence in turn. To speed up your reading you
should try to use fewer fixations*. After practice, you will start to fix on the significant words only. You’ll
spend less time reading but your understanding will be just as good.


Speed reading averages between 350 and 400 words per minute.


Speed reading should be used for short periods only. Remember, you can pause for thought.


When is speed reading appropriate?


Speed reading can save you time when doing background reading and researching relevant texts.


How to improve


• build up your vocabulary


• try fewer fixations*


• Try to read a broadsheet newspaper every day


• be confident, don’t re-read


• make sure you always read in good light and airy conditions


Titles of broadsheet newspapers


• The Times


• The Independent


• The Guardian


• Financial Times


• The Daily Telegraph


*fixation – a technical term for the process


The set textbook


This is a key text. You need to know how to deal with it. Once you have the textbook in your possession,
look through it from cover to cover and become familiar with its structure. Typical textbooks have these
sorts of structures:


4







You need to get to grips with the text as quickly as possible and the above structures can help you to
do this.


Contents and Index


The Contents page and the Index are usually positioned as above. These pages are very useful because
you can track down what you want from the book very quickly. Speed read both initially to identify relevant
information. Once you have found what you want, focus on it and start to read more carefully.


Chapter headings


The Chapter headings provide a more structured way of finding what you want. Take time to read
through all of them carefully. These enable you to focus on your area of immediate study; the core of
your assignment needs. Once you have established this core, you can then start to think in terms of
Further Reading.


Further reading


The Further Reading page/s of the textbook are just that – suggested titles of other textbooks, journals
etc, that can broaden your knowledge on the subject. They allow you to extend your reading more
selectively once you have identified the core of your approach. The Bibliography/References identify other
related texts and can save you unnecessary time in the library.


Notes


Notes usually mean the references made in the chapters like this: vocabulary* (see bottom of page).
Appendix/Appendices will be referred to at certain points in the text. Here you will find an extra body of
knowledge, usually explanatory or documentary.


*vocabulary – improve your vocabulary, note any unfamiliar words as you read through the text and look
them up later.
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Vocabulary
Improving and extending your vocabulary will help you to read more effectively. Likewise, the more you
read, the wider your vocabulary will become.


Most people manage quite well using a vocabulary of about 3000 words on a daily basis. However, most
textbooks use vocabulary that does not often appear in everyday speech and, on top of that, each subject
area has its own specialist language. This is why you, as a student, need to develop strategies to extend
your vocabulary.


Read widely


Read as much as possible and try to vary the types of text you read. As well as textbooks, you could read
novels, journals, magazines, newspapers (see those listed below):


Newspapers
• The Times; The Independent; The Guardian; Financial Times; The Daily Telegraph


Magazines:
• New Statesman & Society; The Economist; Spectator


Make a personal vocabulary


As you read, make a note of all the interesting words that you come across. Use a dictionary to
understand their meaning and start using them in your own writing and in conversation. Gradually, they
will become part of your active vocabulary. By continuing to add new words, you will improve your
vocabulary.


Make a field-specific vocabulary


Read textbooks and listen to lecturers in order to identify some of the key words that are frequently used
in your field. You must ensure that you understand their meaning by looking in a good specialist dictionary.
Again, use these words in your assignments so that they become part of your own vocabulary.


Use a dictionary


You need to use a good dictionary at all times; e.g. Concise Oxford English Dictionary 10th ed. 2002.
Find out what dictionary/thesaurus software is available for your computer.


Latin and Greek roots


You can improve your understanding of words by looking for patterns. Many words are of Latin or Greek
origin, for example:


>aqua (Latin) means ‘water’ = aqueduct, aquarium,


>graph (Greek) means ‘to write or record’ = photography, autograph, biography
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Reflecting on Your Practice 


 
McDougall (1992 p34)i describes ‘reflective practice’ as ‘encouraging students critically 


to examine the relationship between theory and practice in their work experience and 


developing skills and attitudes which will enable them to monitor and control their 


progress and professional development.’ 


 


Neil Thompson, in his book, People Skills, explains that a reflective practitioner is ‘a 


worker who is able to use experience, knowledge and theoretical perspectives to guide 


and inform practice. However, this does not mean applying ideas in a blanket form, 


unthinkingly and uncritically, regardless of the circumstances. Reflective practice 


involves cutting the cloth to suit the specific circumstances, rather than looking for 


ready-made solutions.’ (page 235 of Thompson, N. (2002) People Skills, Palgrave 


Macmillan) 


 


Reflective practice (Schon 1990)ii is, in essence, the working through of the Kolb cycle 


(action, reflection, analysis and planning) on a continuous basis, so that, for example, 


you: 


 


◼ Learn from experience’ by recording events, reflecting on them, working out 


why things happened the way they did and planning how to build on successes 


and minimise weaknesses. 


◼ Assess the relevance of theory to practice by planning interventions based on 


theory, then monitoring and analysing the results. 


 


Reflective practice is not about navel gazing but it is a key aspect of professional practice. 


Reflective practitioners have the ability to take a step back from their immediate practice 


in order to take a broader, more analytical view of the situation. 


 


Mezirow (1990)iii stresses the importance of critical reflection in adult education: 


 


“Perhaps even more central to adult learning than elaborating established 


meaning schemes is the process of reflecting back on prior learning to 


determine whether what we have learned is justified under present 


circumstances. This is a crucial learning process egregiously ignored by 


learning theorists.” (1990:5) 
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He suggests three main concepts of reflection: 


 
◼ Affective reflectivity: becoming aware of how we feel about the way we are 


observing and understanding, thinking or acting, or about our habits of doing 


so. 


◼ Discriminant reflectivity: where we assess how effective are our perceptions, 


thoughts, actions and habits of doing things. 


◼ Judgemental reflectivity: where we become aware and make value 


judgments about our perceptions, thoughts, actions and habits in terms of their 


being liked or disliked, beautiful or ugly, positive or negative. 


 


There are many advantages of consciously learning from experience, and of expecting 


to learn from both future and past experiences. For example: 


 


◼ It helps you to learn from your successes, not just from your mistakes. 
 


◼ It makes it more likely that you will transfer your learning. 
 


◼ It can help you to plan for future similar situations: to plan what you will do the 


same, what you will do differently. 


 


Reflecting on your performance and identifying gaps in your knowledge and 


understanding can feel deskilling, particularly at the outset of a new career or training 


programme. 


 


The following diagram provides a helpful model for the development of competent 


reflective practice. Can you place yourself and your work somewhere in this model? 
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Activity 1 


 
Conscious Competence. 


 


 


In People Skills, (2002: 238), Neil Thompson outlines a six-step approach to 


developing yourself as a reflective practitioner: 


 


1. Read. Reading is not just for students! Reading enhances practice and 


increases work satisfaction by providing a wider perspective on key issues 


and debates. 


 


2. Ask. Ask questions about your reading and question colleagues about their 


practice. 


 


3. Watch. Do not practice in a routine and uncritical way. Every situation is 


different so refine your observational skills. 


 


4. Feel. The ‘feeling’ dimension of work with people is important too. 


Recognising feelings can bring theory to life. 


 


5. Talk. Talking with colleagues shares knowledge and helps us to learn from 


the experience of others. Talking can help create an open and supportive 


working environment. 


 


6. Think. Thinking is an essential part of good practice. It should not be 


abandoned when the task is familiar or when working life is busy. 
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Reflective questions can be a useful way of developing the skills of reflective practice 


and evaluating the outcome of your work. They are generally the what, why, which, 


when, where and how questions, for example: 


 


◼ What did I set out to achieve? 
 


◼ What did I achieve? 
 


◼ Why did I succeed (or fail?) in achieving my objectives? 
 


◼ What could I have done differently? 
 


◼ What have I learned? 
 


◼ How could my practice have been improved? 
 


◼ How might my practice have been less oppressive? 
 


◼ How did the offender respond to my style of working? 
 


◼ Where in the interview could I have done things differently? 
 


◼ When was it most appropriate to challenge? 
 


◼ How do I ensure I challenge constructively? 


 
There are some problems with encouraging a reflective approach to practice: 


 
◼ It requires self-discipline. 


 


◼ It is easy to skip, to conclude ‘that will do’, particularly when feeling 


demotivated or passive. 


◼ It requires a high level of self-confidence to analyse your own behaviour. 
 


◼ You sometimes just do not know what you are looking for, what you are 


reflecting on. 


◼ It can make you feel unhappy, uncomfortable about the situation you have 


just been in, and subsequently discourage you from reflecting the next time. 


◼ It is hard to reflect when you are being criticised – you are too busy defending 


yourself. 


◼ It is easy to lapse when something more important turns up. 
 


◼ It is hard to complete when things are going well. 
 


◼ It will stop if you cannot see the benefits. 
 


◼ It is boring when nothing exciting or momentous has happened. 







 


◼ It is hard when you have no support, or are feeling alone/ threatened. 
 


◼ It can’t just be thought about, it must be written down. 
 


◼ It is hard to pick up once put down. 
 


◼ It is difficult to distinguish between facts and assumptions. 
 


◼ It can be difficult to identify how your feelings and thoughts relate to your 


actions and vice versa. 


 


Despite all these problems, we believe that learning by reflection converts informal and 


accidental opportunities into more efficient learning opportunities, and encourages 


planning for future opportunities. We encourage adult learners to go through the stages 


of reflection so that they can make judgments about their own behaviours and 


perceptions? 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
 






