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            Preface

         
 
         This is a practical book explaining how you can really succeed in the skill of writing assignments – essays, reports and dissertations.
 
         Each chapter covers a different stage of assignment writing. Each is illustrated with examples and mini case studies to show you the results of both good and bad practices.
 
         Summary checklists are included to help you, and each chapter ends with self-evaluation questions to ensure that you are on the right lines.
 
         If you read this book and follow the advice and guidance provided, then you should achieve success in assignment writing whether for study, work or pleasure. The skills you acquire should be helpful to you in all sorts of ways throughout your life.
 
         My own students tell me that they have found the book very useful to them and certainly they have produced very good assignments! This eighth edition includes revisions and improvements in order to provide further support for your assignment writing, and includes guidance on online databases and electronic journals to make your research easier. It is used by students across several college and university courses.
         
 
         When you have read the book I would be pleased to receive any comments and suggestions from you that would be helpful in future editions. Finally, I would like to thank my students and colleagues past and present for providing the inspiration for the case study material and for giving such constructive feedback on the earlier editions.
 
         Pauline Smith
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            What is an assignment?

         
 
         Journalists and detectives are asked to take on specific ‘assignments’ as part of their day-to-day work where they investigate an issue or crime and then produce a report for their newspaper or police bosses. Similarly, students are given assignments, by their tutors, as part of their coursework or in preparation for examinations. These assignments are usually in the form of a title question (or hypothesis); a short description (or brief); or task. Students, like journalists and detectives, are expected to investigate or research the ‘brief’ set, and to produce a written piece of work.
         
 
         An assignment, therefore, involves undertaking both the investigation and the piece of writing which provides evidence of that research. An assignment is both process and product. This book concentrates on helping you to develop your skills of researching assignments and concentrates especially on how to produce a good assignment.
         
 
         Various types of assignment
 
         These are some of the forms that assignments can take:
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         Let’s consider them in turn.
 
         Essays
 
         These are probably the most popular form of assignment set by tutors for their students on ‘A’ level to Masters level courses. Whilst Humanities and Social Science courses are often totally essay-based, some science courses do incorporate other forms of assignment, such as reports (see page 3).
         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	Essay section 
                                     
                        	Possible material 
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	Introduction 
                                     
                        	Define any key terms. State what you propose to do in the assignment/your objectives.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Main body/development 
                                     
                        	Your main points/arguments and supporting evidence/examples, in a sensible order.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Conclusion 
                                     
                        	A summary of what you have said/argued/discovered so far. A conclusion about how you have fulfilled your objectives. Any recommendations you can make as a result of your work.         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         Essays can be set by tutors for both coursework and examination purposes. Many courses are designed so that a percentage (or even 100%) of the overall marks required for the qualification is awarded for successfully completing a number of coursework essays. The length of these essays varies from course to course but is usually between 1,500–5,000 words each. The final examination is also made up of a number of essays to be completed in a given length of time; three to four essays in three hours is fairly usual.
         
 
         Being able to write a good essay in a limited amount of time is therefore an important skill to develop!
 
         Essay structure – A good essay should incorporate the structure outlined above.
         
 
         Reports
 
         This form of assignment is becoming more popular in certain courses, eg business and management. Reports have also been used in the writing up of formal research projects in the science area for a long period of time.
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         A report can be shorter than an essay; it is usually more focused and tightly defined in its structure, using sub-headings suggested by the nature of the research project undertaken.
         
 
         A report is written to describe and analyse (or assess) what the aims of the project were; what happened and how successful it was in achieving its aims; and to recommend what should happen next.
         
 
         Report structure – A typical project report structure is provided above.
         
 
         Dissertations
 
         These are major assignments undertaken towards the end of diploma, first degree, Masters and PhD level courses. Dissertations often count for a large percentage of the overall marks awarded by tutors for the final qualification. For PhD, the dissertation is usually the sole written assignment.
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         Dissertations can range in length from 8,000 to 25,000 words. The length is stipulated by the examination requirements of the particular course or qualification. For a PhD dissertation, 40,000 to 50,000 words is usual.
         
 
         Structure of dissertations – The structure of a dissertation is usually fairly tightly laid down by the course requirements. Tutorial support is provided to ensure that the final dissertation meets these requirements. The overall structure of the dissertation has similarities with the research project report described above, although the dissertation has clear chapters or sections, rather than sub-sections or headings.
         
 
         A typical dissertation structure is shown above.
 
          
         How your assignment will be assessed
 
         One of the main purposes of setting and writing assignments is for assessment. Tutors set assignments that will allow them to assess a student’s
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         in a particular topic or area of the course. Both coursework and examination assignments are therefore strategies or tools that allow the tutor to assess the student’s achievements.
 
         Understanding the assessment criteria
 
         As a student you really need to understand what tutors are looking for in your assignments – that is the assignment criteria used by the tutor to mark your work. By understanding the assessment criteria used, you will be able to make sure that your essay, report or dissertation satisfies them – and you will be able to achieve a high mark!
         
 
         Figure 1 shows a set of assessment criteria (or indicators of achievement) that tutors on an education degree course use. These are provided openly for the students, together with an explanation of what these criteria mean. Each student can then think carefully about how to provide evidence of achievement within their assignment. Even if you are not on an education-related course, spend a few minutes reading these ‘criteria’ and ‘what this means for you’ and then answer the questions which follow.
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               Fig. 1. Assessment criteria for an assignment.
               
 
               
            

         
 
         Now examine your own assessment criteria. Are they open and  shared between the tutor and student? Ask yourself whether you  fully understand what your assessment criteria require you to  demonstrate in your assignment. If you do not fully understand  them (and often these criteria are written in complex assessment  language) then you need to ask your tutor for a clearer explanation,  so that you can then fulfil their requirements in your essay,  report or dissertation.
         
 
          
         Choosing the right format for your assignment
 
         The main purpose of writing an assignment, then, is for you to demonstrate your knowledge, skills and understanding of a particular topic or area of the course to your tutor or assessor. You will be presenting evidence of your abilities through the assignment and therefore you need to consider its format and structure carefully. Is the piece of work you are producing more suited to the essay or report format?
         
 
         You may be able to choose whether to write a report or an essay when set the assignment by the tutor. Often the decision is made according to preferred styles of working or old habits gained from our schooldays! Some of us prefer a lengthier, more discursive style of writing, and would probably choose an essay format with its flexibility. Others prefer the tighter and more sharply-focused format of the report.
         
 
         The aims and title brief of the assignment set by your tutor or examination may, however, determine its format. For example, ‘Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of working in a bureaucratic organisation’ – this lends itself clearly to an essay format with discursive style and a clear structure. Whereas, ‘Evaluate the planning and implementation of a staff development programme in an organisation known to you’, lends itself to a report format with its sharp tightly-defined focus; yet, it could also lend itself to a structured essay format – as well as providing the working title for a dissertation!
         
 
         Who am I writing the assignment for?
 
         There are clearly overlaps between the essay, report and dissertation in appropriateness of structure. A consideration of the audience of your assignment, however, is very useful in determining the overall style and final format. You need to ask, ‘Who am I writing this assignment for?’
         
 
          
         In some cases, this audience is clearly defined for you in the assignment brief, eg ‘Produce a report for your line manager on the effectiveness of the recruitment and selection procedures in operation’. In this example, your audience – your line manager – is clearly defined. You will have a good idea of what is the most suitable type of report (length, style, tone) for this person through your contact with him/her.
         
 
         Of course your ‘other audience’ is your tutor/assessor and it is essential that you also have a good idea of what they expect from an appropriate report. Get to know your tutor and the assessment criteria as well
 
          
         
            Case studies
            
 
            An introduction
            
 
             
            Steve, a part-time college student
 
             
            Gill, a management student
 
             
            Sarah, a mature student
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5 Research activities.

Most assignments will require you to research.

You will need to investigate an area of work or study. You
will investigate by gathering data or information through:
reading relevant literature, using your observation

skills, interviewing colleagues and so on. It is important
to collect and use as wide a range of evidence or
information as possible in order to be able to compare
and to interpret what the information is saying.

REMEMBER TO BE CRITICAL OF THE DATA OR
INFORMATION YOU ARE USING.

IS IT TOTALLY RELIABLE?
ARE THERE OTHER VALID ARGUMENTS/VIEWS?

6 Referencing and
acknowledgements.

When you refer to a particular author's work, it is important
to use the Harvard system of referencing.

With this system you should refer to their name and

the date they published their work only, eg ‘P. Smith
(2010) wrote a guide for students on producing good
assignments’, but your course tutor will be pleased to talk
through these criteria in more detail.

PLEASE ASK YOUR TUTORS FOR ANY HELP YOU
REQUIRE.
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Dissertation section

Key questions

Introduction/research
questions/hypothesis

Are the hypothesis or aims clearly stated?

Review of literature

Is the review sufficiently extensive? Is the literature reviewed
critically?

Research design

Is the research methodology adequately justified and is it
appropriate?

Data collection

Are the issues of validity and reliability considered?

Analysisfinterpretation

Does the analysis allow the initial aims/research questions
to be further explored/redefined?

Conclusions/
recommendations

Are the conclusions/recommendations substantiated by
the evidence presented? s there evidence of personal and
critical reflection?
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The criteria

What this means for you

1 Understanding
of the theoretical
models from
which issues and
key concepts are
derived.

Education is full of theories, ideas, models and arguments.
Whatever work you are writing about (even practical work),
you must link it to the theories and ideas of writers working
in this area.

For example, if you are asked to describe your ideas about
equality you will need to include in your assignment
references to the major documents and books on the
subject eg The Swann Report 1985; The Sex Discrimination
Act; The Race Relations Act 1978; LA Policies on Equality
of Opportunity; Equal Opportunities: Gender (G. Hannan
1982); Invisible Women (D. Spencer 1982) etc, ec.

You need to show that you understand these key
documents and ideas and the way in which they have
influenced your ideas (and practices) relating to equality.

2 Link between
conceptual
framework and
practice.

This is easy and very important! It means that you must not
simply describe the theories and ideas of educationalists
and writers: instead, you must include examples from your
own practice to show that you understand the theories
or concepts and can apply this to your own professional
experiences.

Therefore in relation to equality, you should not simply
refer to the LA Equal Opportunities and Multi-cultural or
anti-racist policy documents; instead you should show
how your own practice, or the practice you observe in the
classroom, supports or reflects the theories of equality of
opportunity.

BE AS CRITICAL AS YOU CAN!
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3 Structural
development
from objectives
to analysis
and synthesis,
conclusions and

recommendations.

The structure of your assignment must be very clear:

(i) you must set out your objectives in the introduction -
say what you are arguing in the assignment.

(i) in the main body of the assignment you should go
on to develop your argument revealing that you
understand the theories, models and arguments
and that you can relate them to your own practical
experiences as critically as possible.

(iii) finally, in your conclusion refer back to your
introduction and objectives and show how
you have fulfilled them. If possible make some
recommendations for teachers/schools to consider
as a result of your work. (See also ‘Planning and
Organising the Assignment')

4 Evidence of
personal and
professional
sell-evaluation.

When you write about the educational practices you have
observed, experienced or read about you should try to be
evaluative.

Look at what you are saying, critically. Is there more
than one view or argument or are you simply describing
something rather than evaluating whether it is important,
relevant, good, bad or could be improved?

BE CRITICAL, BE REFLECTIVE ESPECIALLY ABOUT
YOURSELF, YOUR OWN VIEWS AND EXPERIENCES.
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Report section

Possible material

Introduction/ A brief clear statement of the purpose and aims/objectives of

aims/objectives the project/activity/investigation.

The A description of the organisational context and of how the

organisational project is influenced by the contextual factors.

context

Implementation | The project/investigation itself; steps undertaken; the evidence
gathered.

Evaluation Assessing the extent to which the aims of the project were
achieved and the evidence used to make this evaluation.

Explanation A discussion of the factors influencing the success of the
project/activity/investigation.

Conclusion A critical reflection on the project with recommendations for

future practice.






