THE STUDENT'S GUIDE TO ASSIGNMENT WRITING
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A Word of Welcome

Dear Student,

Welcome to the Centre of External Studies (CES). The University of Namibia created CES to ensure greater access to higher education and equity for students from various backgrounds. Thirteen years after its creation, CES continuous to develop approaches that help students become independent and lifelong learners.

CES will provide you with facilities, approaches and methods that support independent learning and will assist you to achieve your personal goals. We will provide you with learning materials, academic support and technologies that meet your individual needs.

We hope that studying with CES will enable you to achieve personal growth and fulfil your educational goals. We are committed to academic excellence and will do everything possible to help you achieve your goals as far as your studies are concerned.

Greetings.

Department Student Support

Introduction
The AIM of this document is to enable you to write for academic purposes. Since it is through written work that students are assessed in higher education, this is clearly an important skill to learn.

By this we mean you should be able to use the information you have gathered from a variety of sources, to evaluate it in terms of your own knowledge and experience, to integrate it with your own ideas and then in the end, to create a good argument of your own.

In order to achieve this goal, it is necessary to become self-critical about your writing, to become aware of your own strengths and weaknesses, and then to set about improving the latter. The improvement of English grammar, spelling and punctuation is a very important element of the study. It is well known that reading for pleasure contributes to the development of writing abilities. Therefore, we encourage you to find time to read a newspaper, magazine or novels. If you do not have time when you are studying, use your vacations for this purpose.

	Do not become discouraged if your progress is slow, as it takes persistent practice to improve a skill such as writing.


1.	Writing as a process of intellectual development

In order to be successful in your studies, you have to develop your powers of reasoning and of critical thinking. Through the process of writing you may discover and define what your knowledge, ideas and opinions are at any particular time. Once you have put your words on paper, you are ready to move on to the next stage of discovery. Writing, as we understand it, is a crucial part of the learning process.
Avoid plagiarism: it is       intellectual theft.Remember! 



2.	How do lecturers or tutors evaluate your written work?

The task of your lecturer or tutor is to guide you in your intellectual development, to help 
you sharpen your mind and to train you to present your thoughts in such a way that you can communicate effectively within the academic community.

Here are some of the most important issues ranked by lecturers for the assessment of written work:
· Subject content
· Clarity of language
· A critical approach
· Organisation
· The proper use of sources
· Academic accuracy

The problems they encounter when marking written work include:
· Lack of academic rigour (i.e. inaccuracy, subjective, vague)
· Not adopting a critical approach to the subject matter
· Inability to express themselves clearly
· Lack of originality

3.	The process of writing[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Murray, S. & Johanson, L. 1994. Write to learn. A course in Writing for Academic Purposes. Randburg: Hodden & Stoughton.] 

Academic writing is a process involving several stages, four of which are usually repeated several times. THINK – PLAN – DRAFT – REVISE – EDIT – Final Version 
  FINAL VERSION
EDIT


You should spend time thinking. Make flexible plans .Re-read what the lecturer/tutor has written and what you have written. Keep track of the argument. Repeat the cycle of Think, Plan, Revise and Draft. Keep the objectives in mind.Remember! 


3.1   Think
Thinking is the step in the writing process that you will continue to use throughout the process. By now, you understand that writing is a process and that you will probably repeat the first four steps in the process several times before you edit to finalise your written work.

The first step is to THINK! 

The assignment was set up carefully with definite tasks for you to perform. It is therefore important to analyse the question/s carefully in order to determine what is required of you.

Ask yourself:
· What is the assignment question asking me to do?
· What are the action words?
· What are the topic words?
· Do I understand the action and topic words in their context?
· Can I judge whether my writing answers the question?

Remember! 

Make sure you understand the concepts/action words in your assignment. If you are still unsure, refer to the list discussed in 3.2 below.




3.2   The meaning of action verbs used in assignments
Action verbs used for naming, defining and describing.
	Name, mention, state, identify, list
	Give the name of an idea, concept, or person and present with essential characteristics out no discussion or detail.

	Illustrate, sketch
	Give examples or draw diagram or picture

	Define
	Short and concise description of topic

	Explain
	Clarify or give reasons, Use illustration, examples, and descriptions. Proof you understand the topic. Make clear how something works.

	Describe 
	Say exactly what something is like

	Discuss
	Often requires debating one/ two viewpoints or different possibilities. 
Arguments for and against, give conclusion.  

	Outline
	Emphasise the major features structures or general principles. Omit minor details.



Action verbs used for comparing.
	Distinguish between
	Point out the differences between objects, different ideas or viewpoints, Use your won words.

	Contrast
	Same as “distinguish between”

	Compare
	Point out the similarities and differences between objects, ideas concepts theories.



Action verbs used for cause and/or effect.
	Give/discuss/
describe reasons
or causes
	Explain why something has happened.

	Discuss, describe the effects/impact
	Explain the results of something.



Action verbs used for the examination of detail.
	Analyse
	Separate into parts or elements and describe or examine each in full

	Examine
	Consider closely, critically discuss in terms of definite criteria

	Evaluate/assess
	Judge the importance, critically discuss topic, its value or effectiveness. Reach conclusion.




3.3          Plan
3. 3.1      Gather ideas and information
Brainstorm to gather ideas and information. Sit back, relax as much as possible. Identify the key words in the assignment question. Allow all your thoughts about the topic to surface. Do not worry whether they are relevant or not. That comes later. Just think of as many ideas as you can in the time available. Allow your mind to come up with really creative, original ideas.

However, your ideas are necessary but not sufficient. You have to find more evidence or information from other sources to support your ideas. That means other books and articles. You will need to:
· Visit the library
· Surf the internet
· Skim and scan texts to identify relevant sections
· Take notes
· Evaluate what you have read
· Synthesise your notes (put it together)
· Clarify your notes by giving yourself time to think again.

Remember! 

Do not skip this stage of the writing process. Read, take notes and digest what you have read. Synthesise ideas and develop arguments. Avoid plagiarism.

3.3.2    Organise ideas and information
Make sure you understand the assignment objectives or questions. Plan your argument by doing the following:  Draw a table and organise the information you have gathered.

For example:
	Information which supports ……..
1
2..
	Information which does not support…
1.
2.



Use the following guidelines on how to make notes (Van Schoor et al. 1995):
· Use separate pieces of paper for notes on the different aspects of the question
· Make a heading on each sheet of paper and then note down the facts and arguments which refer specifically to that aspects
· Ensure that you write down all the details of the source used; the author, title and page numbers
· Use quotation marks to indicate when you copy a passage directly from a source
· Remember that we are interested in your views and interpretations; note these down as they come to mind during your reading.

Decide on your point of view
By now you have done additional reading, you have organised your thoughts and experiences. Sit back and think about your own point of view on the issue. This will determine how you will present the argument and what conclusion you will reach. Remember that it is perfectly acceptable to reach a conclusion that is a balance between the two. Your view may also change as you progress through the writing process.

Sequence your information
What should come first and what should follow? It is important to acknowledge views 
other than your own and to indicate to the reader that you are aware of information that casts any doubt on your point of view. Strategically it is best to concede the point first and then to give your view. That means your view will be more forcefully expressed and the one which is likely to remain in the lecturer’s mind.

3.3.3    How to write your plan
Be flexible in your writing plans. That means you are prepared to change your ideas as you write and revise your plans as you think of new ideas and arguments.

Example of a linear plan.                         Example of a mind map.
	Plan
1. Introduction
What is English?
Why is it important?
2. Body
The spread of English in Africa
3. Conclusion
My views on the spread of English in Africa
	                               
                                         Holistic approach
Pre+post test                                                      Definition

Practical                                                 Concepts                    Myths


HIV/AIDS Counselling




                                                                  Role of counsellor

Skills needed to                               Phases of behaviour change


Knowledge                                   Theories                    Stages of  change                


Your plan should have 
· Main sections and subsections
· Sufficient supporting evidence for your purpose
· A logical sequence

· Introduction 
	This is a short statement at the beginning of your assignment, which 	shows	how you understand the question and how you plan to address 	the question. Use your notes (PLAN) you’ve made as a basis. Decide 
		how you’re going to approach the questions before you write your 		
introduction.
· Body 
	This is the main part of your assignment. Use the main points in your outline (PLAN) and write your paragraphs. Remember, for each main point you should have one paragraph. When you write the supporting sentences, which flow from the topic sentence, use signpost words to guide the lecturer/tutor through the paragraph. You will use different kinds of signpost words depending on what your purpose is.

[image: j0195812]  Use these signpost words when you write, they make your writing clear and logical.
	Type of signpost words	
	Examples


	Chronological	
	now, when, first(ly), afterwards, meanwhile, later, subsequently, finally, next, second(ly) before, ultimately, at the same time, while.

	Cause and effect
	because, since, consequently, thus, as a result, so for this reason, therefore.

	Comparison
	likewise, also, equally, just as, like, both, similarly, as well as, correspondingly, in the same way

	Contrast	
	but, conversely, however, yet, unlike, although, on the contrary, on the other hand, in contrast to whereas, as opposed 
to contrary to



· Conclusion
This is the last paragraph of your assignment. Conclusions frequently refer back to the assignment question itself. This gives the assignment a sense of unity and reassures the lecturer/tutor that the assignment question has in fact, been answered. A good conclusion summarises the main argument and content of your assignment, focuses on the question and is brief.

The following are words and phrases that you can use in your conclusion:

	Therefore,
Thus,
On the basis,
From the preceding arguments,
In conclusion,
Finally,
	it
	can
may
	be

	seen
said
concluded
	that…



	The conclusion which can be drawn from this is that …




				Remember! 


Your approach to your plan should be flexible.
					You must revise your plan.


3.4    Drafting and revising your writing
A draft is a rough version of your assignment. One of the advantages of writing drafts is that it helps to reduce the psychological pressure of writing and overcome writer’s block.  It is not a good idea to postpone the writing stage by doing more and more reading. The longer you postpone writing the assignment the more difficult it becomes.

Draft as early as possible. This is your first version of the assignment and you would never, of course, submit it to your lecturer/tutor. Use your plan to write your draft. 

Do not be tempted to ignore the plan and go back to the readings. The plan is like a map, it guides you to your destination. Without it you will soon get lost. 

Put your draft aside for some time – perhaps a day or two. After this rest period, you can turn to your writing with a fresh approach.You should write a draft to
*overcome writer’s block
*enable you to be objective and critical about your writing
*enable you to shape and polish what you have written.
While you are writing your draft
· read and re-read what you have written
· keep hold of your line of argument
· revise where necessary
· go back to the thinking or planning stages, if necessary.


Is this what I really want to say?




Have I answered the question?
Does the content reflect wide reading?
Are there any counter arguments to mine which I have not taken account of?
Is my argument logical and clear?
Does each paragraph have a controlling idea? Are the paragraphs clearly linked?
Does the assignment have an effective introduction and conclusion?
Does the assignment contain irrelevant or repetitious material?
Have I plagiarised?

3.5   Writing up of your assignment
Remember! 



					Use good language to structure your 							argument.

· Use words and phrases as signposts to show the lecturer/tutor where you are going.
· Link paragraphs.
· Use heading and sub-headings if appropriate.
· Use effective introductions and conclusions to give your arguments unity.
EXPRESS your ideas accurately. In academic writing, very high value is placed on accuracy, therefore over-generalisation is unacceptable.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://www-ub.massey.ac.nz] 


Read these examples of statements that are over-generalised:

	Most African countries make a living from growing and selling tobacco.
	Nowadays, we find that most smokers are teenagers.

· A better expression of these sentences would be to qualify your statement by using a word indicating frequency.

	Some African countries make a living from growing and selling tobacco.
	Nowadays, we find that many smokers are teenagers.

· Another way of qualifying your statements is by using a word indicating quantity.

	A few Namibians speak Zulu as their mother tongue.
	The majority of school-aged children go to school.

· A third example of qualifying your statements is by using a word indicating probability.

	Students’ English definitely improve once they are at university.
	At school, English seems to be hardly ever used.


	Read your writing and check that you have not made any unsubstantiated generalisations and that you have not over-generalised.



3.6   Referring to sources

You have learned that you should not plagiarise. However, this does not mean that you cannot use another writer’s words or ideas. The important thing is that you must acknowledge the writer.
Find more information on referencing in ADDENDUM C: The APA Referencing Guidelines

3. 7   Editing

EDIT YOUR WRITTEN WORK:	 Proof-read         Identify errors    	Correct errors
Once you have revised the content and style of your essay and you have edited it to remove grammatical errors, you should move on to evaluating your assignment. 

Editing checklist
Punctuation       Capital letters, full stops at end of sentences, quotations (“    “), commas and semi-			colons to divide your sentences.
Spelling		Use your dictionary for words you are unsure of.
Verbs		Are your tenses consistent?  Singular and plural subjects and verbs.

3.8   Presenting the final version
Presenting your assignment is very important because it can create a positive or negative impression on the lecturer/tutor. If your assignment is neatly presented it gives the impression that much work and care went into it, that it is the work of a motivated and conscientious student.

It is a good idea to have a title page as the first page of your assignment.  On this page you should write
· Your name
· Your student number
· The course code and name
· The lecturer’s name
· The date
· The topic of the assignment

Make sure the page for the content list is complete with correct numbering and page references.

Assignment cover
Complete the assignment cover correctly. Make sure you give all the information asked on the cover page.

3.9    A checklist to follow in preparation of good academic writing
Use the following checklist to indicate which areas of your assignment need more attention. (Adapted from Van Schoor et al 1995: 63 – 64)[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Van Schoor, A. Mill, E. & van der Merwe, D. 1995. Effective Study. Pretoria: UNISA Press.] 


	
	FINAL CHECKLIST
	YES
	NO

	1.
	Is my introductory paragraph as stimulating as possible and does it start off well?
	
	

	2.
	Does the introduction state clearly what the aim of the assignment is?
	
	

	3.
	Does the content of the assignment correspond with my outline?
	
	

	4.
	Does each paragraph link logically with the previous and subsequent paragraphs?
	
	

	5.
	Have I varied the length of sentences to avoid being monotonous?
	
	

	6.
	Have I refrained from quoting one source repeatedly?
	
	

	7.
	Did I use my own words?
	
	

	8.
	Have I avoid[footnoteRef:4] repetitions of ideas? [4: ] 

	
	

	9.
	Does the assignment meet the goal set out in the introductory paragraph?
	
	

	10.
	Does my conclusion rest on facts mentioned in the assignment?
	
	

	11.
	Are all my findings the result of my own insight and research?
	
	

	12.
	Is my assignment clear and does it make sense?
	
	

	13.
	Is it interesting to read?
	
	

	14.
	Is the assignment an indication of my best work?
	
	

	15.
	Is my assignment neat and rounded off well?
	
	

	16.
	Is my writing grammatically correct?
	
	

	17.
	Have I proofread for spelling and punctuation mistakes?
	
	

	18.
	Have I numbered all the pages?
	
	

	19.
	Have I quoted my direct quotations correctly?
	
	

	20.
	Does each direct quotation have the correct reference?
	
	

	21.
	Did I use quotation marks for direct quotations of three or four lines?
	
	

	22.
	Did I indent longer quotations and are these quotations typed or written in single spacing?
	
	

	23.
	Is my reference list correctly compiled?
	
	

	24.
	Are all the references in the assignment alphabetically ordered?
	
	

	25.
	Have I checked that the references are correct?
	
	

	26.
	Have all the references mentioned in the assignment been included in the reference list?
	
	


Keep on working through this checklist until you can say YES to all the questions.
3.10  Conclusion
In conclusion, if you
· Plan your essay properly
· Refer to the main argument in the introduction
· Supply details and examples in the body
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Summarise your argument in the conclusion you can submit your assignment with confidence.
PLAN


DRAFT


REVISE


THINK
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