Feedback on Content, Structure & Formatting 

	AIMS: 
· To encourage students to think more closely about the feedback that tutors/graders give; and to use that feedback constructively.
· To highlight common structure/formatting issues and to clarify what is expected of students in terms of the format and structure of their essays
· To de-code the terminology and phrases used by graders.
· To help students implement improved techniques of writing.




Lecture: 
Outline the six components of the lecture: The merits of feedback, Introduction, Body, Conclusion  – along with the overall aims of the lecture (as stated above). Throughout the lecture, allow students to mention some structure/formatting related comments that they have received in their essays.

The merits of feedback:
· Feedback and comments on coursework should explain areas where improvement could be made (if they do not, you should challenge your tutor on this).
· Comments will cover a huge array of issues, including more substantive issues such as structure, argumentation and quality or resources to less substantive but nonetheless important issues such as referencing, grammar, and word count.
· This means there will be a mixture of more fundamental and smaller matters that you can ‘fix’.
· There are repeating comments that it is important to understand – we will decode some of them in this lecture.
· By engaging with and responding to feedback – through that written on the page and through consultations with your tutor – you can make significant improvements in future assignments. 
· So there are tangible benefits from ‘looking back’ and reflecting on feedback, and time should be allotted for this task.

The best way to truly understand the feedback you receive is to take the time to talk to the marker. By using the information in this lecture, a student can take more directed and helpful questions to the tutor to pick up what needs to be improved for the next time. There really is no reason for a student not to improve their essay marks over time.


Introduction

Common Comments: 
· You do not have an introduction. 
· Thesis statement? 
· How will you support this argument?
· Incomplete introduction! 


What is meant to be in an Introduction?

· A general introduction to the topic: context and background and the significance of the topic. 
· A brief explanation of what arguments will be made in order to convince the reader. (Thesis statement and/or Aims of your essay)
· How the question be answered. (what points will you discuss to support your argument? you will look at a case study, or make comparisons, or assess a given dataset, or contrast two different theoretical perspectives). The key issue is making clear to the reader the approach that you will be taking. the basic structure. 

a) Significance of the topic refers to the importance of that particular debate, topic or theme. 


b) Revision: What is a thesis statement?

A thesis statement is a short statement, usually only a single sentence that distils the central argument of an academic paper. It is first stated in the introduction of the paper. 

The thesis statement is not just stating a fact or an opinion, i.e. it must make a claim or argument. A thesis must also include information for the reader on how you will persuade them that your argument is correct.

Clarify that a thesis statement needs to be a more explicit statement of intended argument and findings.

Common mistakes: 

· Repeating the essay question
· Argument with no evidence/premise
· Argument with illogical evidence

A good thesis statement will therefore include the key concepts mentioned in the question (without simply re-wording the question), the argument will also be supported with specific (& logical) evidence that displays/supports the logic of your argument.



c. Outlining the structure of your paper (for longer essays):

-This paper first considers…and then looks at…
-The first section of the essay deals with…and the second half deals with…
-This paper is divided into three main sections; firstly, …is considered; secondly, …is
analysed; finally, … is concluded.



It is also important to tell students that they can move beyond mechanical introductions where all the sentences start with “this essay will show” or “then it will conclude...”. 

Potential ways to avoid this are a single sentence introducing the context of the paper, or the introduction of the key ideas you will be discussing.

Avoid repeating the essay question – the reader will know the question that you have been given, so repeating it here adds no value. 




Body

Common Comments: 
· So what?
· How does this link to/ support your argument?
· Relevance?
· Logic: Point B does not follow from A
· What is the connection?


The body of the essay then goes about illustrating the merits of this statement, or why it is that the author is arguing the point they have chosen to argue. It is very difficult to mark essays when the marker has to try and work out what each paragraph is trying to get at. 



Paragraphs
Ask the students how they would traditionally structure a paragraph to make sure the relevance of their points clear & there is a logical flow between points. Ideas are:

· A paragraph should start with a topic sentence that describes what that paragraph is about. 

· Linking sentences that explain the continuity or discontinuity with a previous idea/paragraph.

· Paragraphs should appear in a logical order. You should use connecting words/phrases where appropriate to help the paragraphs and sentences flow into each other and to make your argument clear and logical.

· Concluding each paragraph with a statement about how that material supports the thesis. Stress the value of making it obvious to the marker why they have included something.

· A paragraph is often between 3-5 sentences. It may be more, but it should not exceed half a page of typed text.

· Coherence 

Each paragraph should make one clear main point. Take one idea at a time, develop it to its logical conclusion, and then move on to the other idea/theory/concept/argument. Avoid starting with one idea/theory, bringing up another author, and then going back to the original theory all in the same paragraph, unless you are drawing a specific contrast between the different theories.


Each of the claims presented must have a premise, and conclusion.

· The Claim:  Is an idea, an opinion, a judgment, or a point of view offered by the author of a text, which the author wants you to accept. When looking for ‘the claim’, ask yourself ‘what does the author want to prove?’ The claim must be easily identifiable. 

· The Premise:  Supports the claim through reasons (beliefs, assumptions and values) and evidence (facts, examples, statistics and authorities), which are intended to persuade the reader to accept the claim. The premise is used to justify the conclusion.  Note that an argument may have more than one premise! When looking for the premise ask yourself, “How does the author try to prove their point?" The strength of your evidence, and your use of it, can make or break your argument.

· The Conclusion: Defends the claim based on the premises. In other words, the conclusion says that because the premises (evidence and assumptions) are true, the claim is true.  The conclusion of an argument should not be confused with the conclusion of an essay, which is at the end of an essay and describes the main points of the essay and what the essay argued. This conclusion will relate to one specific argument and is much shorter.  



Related vs. Relevant

(When writing your paragraph, always ask and answer the question ‘so what’? What is the point of including this information?)

Related information does not directly respond to the question. Relevant information directly responds to the question and supports the main argument.  The best way to describe the difference is through the example below. 

Imagine a classroom with 15 desks.

You are asked to write a short response to the question: 

“How many desks are in this classroom?” {18 words maximum}

Related: Without desks, it is hard for students to write down any notes.
Relevant: There are three rows which consist of five desks each.
The Answer: There are fifteen desks in the classroom. 




Academic Language

1. Using the first person
Although some questions may ask students to give their position on a particular issue, explain that this position is meant to be based on research and that they should not use first person in academic work: the aim is to present an objective argument. 

Do not use the first person -  “I” or “we”
Rather use: 
- It will be argued...
- This essay will illustrate...
- This essay has shown that...
- The position taken in this essay is that....
- This discussion focuses on...


2. Students should also not use colloquial language in academic work. 
 (Slang, wordy/poetic language, clichés and other forms of speech that are only appropriate in less formal contexts). 

Example: South Africa bit off more than it could chew on Zimbabwe. 
Instead use: South Africa faced major challenges confronting Zimbabwe.


Example: The US intervention was too little, too late. 
Instead use: The US intervention began too late to accomplish its goals.


3. Be confident in your argument. Avoid words /phrases like:  it seems like/maybe/it feels like/perhaps.

Scholars/theorists are talked about in the present tense, rather than in the past tense. 
‘Plato argued that’  = incorrect
‘Plato argues that’ = correct 

4. A theory cannot say or argue. The people who subscribe to that theory can argue, say, believe, etc. e.g. Realists argue that…


Helpful Phrases for Academic Writing 

Providing context:
Recent work in the field has shown…
It is generally accepted that…

Weakening a statement:
This is possibly…
Naidoo’s argument is not completely…

Showing disagreement:
While the discussion makes some good points, there are serious flaws in the arguments.


Writing Clearly 

Avoid over-complicating your work, present your work in a way that it is very easy to understand, so that it is clear to the marker that you fully understand the topic. 

Exercise
Go through the exercise below with the students to show them why/how they should opt for presenting their ideas in a simple and clear way (this will also show them how to paraphrase).
Deviation from the ordinary humdrum of common routine of existence is that which provides zest to Man’s cycle of existence.
Answer: Variety is the spice of life. 

One should abstain from unnecessarily postponing to a future juncture that which one can effect immediately.
Answer: Don’t put off until tomorrow what you can do today.
















Conclusion

Common Comments:
· This is not a conclusion.
· This is new information/ a new idea!
 
The Conclusion of the paper should refer back to the thesis statement and highlight briefly the strengths and weaknesses of the central argument as outlined in the body of the paper.

A good way of going about this is to ask what a conclusion should be – a common answer will be a summary – which is what a conclusion shouldn’t be! Point out how redundant a summary is if it is pure repetition of your previous analysis. Stress that new information is not allowed but that a good conclusion will put down the central finding of the paper in a way not obviously stated previously. It might also suggest consequences of the findings or some of the unanswered questions (which is ok to recognize).

Not knowing when to introduce information – make it clear that you may not introduce new information in a conclusion, this must be done in the body of the essay, with a clear indication of how this information is linked to the argument. 

Some Essay Formatting Tips: 
Explain the importance of each tip to the students. They can also refer to the reading and writing guide, where the example essays have comments on structure and on content. 
· Include your own Title
· Number your pages
· For hard copies, submit a cover page with a signed plagiarism declaration
· Justify the text (Highlight the entire essay then Ctrl+ J): this creates a clean look along the left and right side of the page. 
· Use a legible & formal font. E.g. Times New Roman (12pt)
· Stay within the word limit, you can be penalised for exceeding the word limit. Include a word count.  
· Reference ideas as you introduce/use them, not at the end of paragraphs.  
· Another thing to keep in mind is to balance your essay. If the question is asking
a two-part question, make sure you cover both questions, probably spending half of the essay on one question and half on the other. If it asks you to explain three theories, divide your word count in three.
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This lesson plan is licenced under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.5 South Africa License. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/za/ 

Or

Send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California 94105, USA.
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