What kind of essay/assignment/answer gets the best grades?

Assessed student written work takes many different forms ranging from assignments whose format is unspecified, through business reports (see the main menu of this website for details on that particular format), answers (short and long) to unseen exam questions and a whole variety of essay formats such as: The Demonstrative essay, the Persuasive essay, the Review essay, the Research essay, the Response essay and so on. Different subjects and different members of staff favour different types. If you want to get the highest possible grades it is extremely important that you select and use the format requested and expected by the member of staff assessing the module in question. If the type of written answer they expect is not specified in the module handbook or by the staff themselves in class, then ASK THEM! My overall advice on this subject is: 

· Do not try to guess what staff want. 

· Do not assume that whatever style you happen to prefer will be the one that is expected of you. 

On my own modules I expect students to write research essays. When I began writing this document I intended to insert a link at this point to a document on the University of Victoria’s server in Canada. However, in the time it took me to copy the site address and take it home, the link went dead. Such is the nature of the Web. There is a lot of useful information on it at any moment in time, but there is no guarantee that it will still be there when you next switch your computer on. So, in lieu of an active link I have transcribed some of the contents of that Canadian site for your benefit:

The Research Essay

The research essay leads you into the work of others and asks you to compare their thoughts with your own. Writing a research paper involves going to source material and synthesising what you learn from it with your own ideas. You must find texts on the subject and use them to support the topic you have been given to explore. Because it is easy to become lost in a wilderness of outside material, you must take particular care to narrow your topic. [Rather than ‘narrow your topic’ I would recommend that you must take particular care to keep the question you are trying to answer firmly at the front of your mind. See the link on this site’s main menu dealing with ‘answering the question’ JR] 


The greatest danger inherent ion the research essay is plagiarism. If your paper consists of a string of quotations or paraphrases with little input of your own, you are not synthesising but copying, and should expect a low grade. If any of the borrowings are unacknowledged, you are plagiarising and the penalties are severe. .... A research paper should demonstrate what you have learned, but it should also show that you have a perspective of your own. [Because the research essay is built upon work of others it is essential that you have mastered the skill of using quotations and an approved method of referencing them. You can find details of the format I recommend if you go back to the main menu of this website at the material in the link called: How to use quotations and references in your assessed written work.]
Evidence

With a good conclusion and an answer outline, you know what you want to say and how you want to say it. Now your essay needs the weight of evidence to support your conclusion and convince your reader. Evidence consists of specific examples or the opinions of others [or data] which support and illustrate your conclusion. Try to give several examples rather than just one. You want to make sure that there is sufficient evidence for you to make a strong point. The evidence must be relevant, reliable and representative. [The author here is referring to the skill of constructing sound arguments. For further guidance on that skill please look at the link on this site called: Constructing sound arguments.]
NB Due to the death of the link I am unable to cite the full source of this quotation. However, these words were found at this address:

http://webserver.maclab.comp.uvic.ca/writersguide/Pages/ResearchEssayType.html
Recommended purchase

If you would like to buy a book to help you to improve your written work there are many on the market. I am, particularly impressed by these two:

Fairbairn, G. J. & Winch, C., Reading, Writing and Reasoning: a guide for students, SRHE and O.U.P., 1991

Palmer, S., Write in style, Chapman & Hall, 1993

Regards

John Ramsay
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