General Essay/assignment Assessment Criteria

Warning

The following opinions are mine alone. Some Awards may well have different requirements, and although many academic staff share these opinions, there will be exceptions. Consequently, you should always check your assessors’ preferences. Don't assume; ask.   


Regards
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John Ramsay

Some of the staff who mark your work may well use a ‘Formative Feedback Sheet’ similar to that shown below. This sheet includes a list of criteria numbered from 1 to 8. Reading and understanding those criteria should improve your awareness of what I expect from you in your written work, and thus, the final grades you are likely to achieve:




1. Problem-solving ability

Did the work address/answer the problem(s) set or the question(s) asked? Was the content of the work clearly focused on the problem, set topic, question or writing task in the title of the work, and did it deal fully with it’s central concerns ? Did the author manage to relate all of the material - arguments, data, concepts, ideas and so on - to the problems, question(s) or tasks set out in the essay instructions or brief?  Did the author avoid providing large amounts of descriptive information  which, although related to the topic referred to in the assignment or essay title, did not directly help to answer the question or solve the problem posed in the title? For example, if the essay question had been ‘Critically assess the effects of the GP fund-holding policy on NHS spending levels’, some unsuccessful answers might include large amounts of information concerning the details of the way in which GP fund-holding was set up and subsequently operated; impressive detail on the historical roots of the NHS; accurate data relating to historical Health spending levels; comprehensive accounts of general NHS spending procedures and so on and so forth. However, regardless of the breadth and depth of information gathered by the student and offered in the essay, such answers would still get no more than a fail grade if they did not apply that information to the required task, viz.: to  ‘Critically assess the effects of the GP fund-holding policy on NHS spending levels.’ Large amounts of information relating to the topic are not enough, you have to apply that information to the solution of the problem posed in the title. At this level of academic activity, volume of material in an answer is, frequently, less important than relevance to the problem.   


The ability to solve the problem set, or answer the question asked, is indeed, one of the most important characteristics of a good piece of written work. We have found that a very large proportion of those students who are unable to identify precisely what the assessors want in an answer, and subsequently fail to solve the problem that they have been set, suffer module failures.

(If you are unsure precisely what this criterion means, please refer to my personal web-site on the University Computer Network where you will find a further document dealing directly with the skill of ‘Answering the question’. The relevant site can be found at the following address: http://www.staffs.ac.uk/sands/buss/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

Copies of a handout giving instructions on how to reach this site are available on the wall outside my office on the top floor of the Brindley Building on Leek Rd.)
2. Structure 

Does the written work have a coherent structure that helps the reader to understand how the questions posed by the essay’s title have been answered?
· Is there an introduction that describes the way in which the author intends to tackle the task of devising a successful answer to the question or task described in the essay’s title, as well as providing an overview of the essay’s arguments and evidence?

· Is there a main body containing arguments, evidence, relevant data, quotations and so on?

· Is there a conclusion that summarises the main arguments and evidence used in writing the essay, and states clearly how those arguments answered the specific question or solved the problem(s) set  out in the work’s title?

3. Use of literature

Is there evidence in the work that the writer has been reading around the subject area? Are there signs that the writer has been using a variety of relevant, different sources such as text-books, academic articles and data sources, rather than just the main, recommended course text-book(s) and hand-outs? 

References: Does the written work contain an appropriate number of extracts or quotations from appropriate texts that assist in constructing convincing arguments that address the question(s) posed in the essay/assignment title ? 

Were the quotations or extracts used in a manner that enhanced the work by supporting or reinforcing the arguments used, and were they correctly cross-referenced using the Harvard System in the text of the essay and the MLA format in an adequate reference section at the rear of the work ? (If you are unsure what this criterion means, please refer to a suitable Study Skills text, or the instructions on how to use quotations and references in your assessed work that you can find on my personal web-site.)

Data/techniques: Were appropriate, relevant data, models, diagrams, graphs, arguments or math./stats. techniques collected, presented or applied ? 

Were they relevant to the task in hand? Were they clearly presented and accurate, or correctly applied, and did they help to answer the question posed in the assignment title ? (NB data and mathematical techniques are not necessarily required in every piece of written work, you have to judge the relevance of this particular criterion from the context in which the work is set. If you are unsure, ask the member of staff who set the task.)

4. Reasoning 

 Does the work contain sound and valid arguments?

· If the main assumptions that underlie the arguments employed in the essay are made explicit, do they appear to be acceptable?

· Is any evidence that is offered in support of the arguments’ conclusions or reasons, relevant, and does it support the conclusions offered?

· Do the reasons offered in support of the conclusions appear to be acceptable, and do they actually support the conclusions?

· Do the conclusions actually address and answer the question(s) posed in the essay title?

(Some guidelines on the construction of sound arguments can be found on my web-site. The recommended reading list offered on that site also includes useful texts on this subject.)
5. Presentation

Was the answer legible, tidy and well organised ? The typing of submissions is strongly recommended, but not mandatory on my modules. NB typed work is, however, easier to read. Please check on the preferences of the staff who set individual pieces of work. It is not normally necessary to present your work in expensive packaging, but please make sure that all the pages are stapled together, and that the staple is placed in such a position that it is still possible to read your work comfortably.  If you feel compelled to use a plastic folder with fasteners through punched holes in the assignment, please leave at least 40mm of space at the left-hand side of each page (some of us like to scribble comments in the margins). Do not put every page inside a plastic sleeve.


Finally, if you are using a word-processor, please use a font size of 12 or 11. If you print any smaller than that, some members of staff will find your work uncomfortable to read. In general, it is not advisable to irritate your assessors!

List avoidance: Has the writer successfully avoided producing an essay that is little more than a list? In one sense, all answers necessarily are constructed from lists of ideas or facts, however, did the written work connect or link together the various ideas, data and information used to form sound and valid arguments that both flow and address the problems posed in the essay/assignment title? Has the writer used conventional paragraphing and avoided producing either a formal business ‘report’ format (unless that was explicitly requested), or a series of very short paragraphs separated by line spaces?

Again, if you are unsure what ‘conventional‘ paragraphs look like, I would refer you either to a study skills text or my personal web-site.

6. Mastery of English 

Is the English grammatically correct and free from spelling and punctuation mistakes? Although you will not be directly penalised if you are unable to write using English that is grammatically correct and free from spelling and punctuation errors, our experience as markers indicates that students who have poorly developed grammar, punctuation and spelling skills frequently also obtain very poor grades. It would appear that many of the more subtle skills involved in writing a good essay may be built upon a mastery of the basic skills of punctuation, grammar and spelling. Moreover, if your mastery of written English is very poor, you may be unable to express your ideas and knowledge clearly, and this may affect your grades. 

Did the writing ‘flow’? Were the arguments, evidence, extracts, quotations and points of view used in the essay connected in such a way that one idea or section led naturally on to the next with no unexplained or illogical leaps ? Was it possible for the reader to understand the work without reference to any other, unstated and hence unknowable, information inside the writer’s head ?

7. Writing Style

Was the answer written in a style appropriate for the level of the work, and did it match the writing conventions of the relevant academic discipline?

Analytical: Had the writer employed an analytical rather than a descriptive writing style? A ‘descriptive style’ of writing tends only to offer and identify, list, rank or assemble descriptions of ideas, theories, data or facts followed by statements referring those descriptions to the questions asked. An ‘analytical style’ on the other hand, tends to connect or combine ideas, theories, data and facts together in ways that throw meaningful light on the problem(s) posed. Moreover, analytical writing uses those same ideas, theories, facts and data in a manner that suggests that the writer is aware of, and understands more than their surface descriptions. Analytical work is also more likely to offer criticisms of those same ideas, theories, facts and data, and/or the questions asked in, or problem(s) posed by the title. ‘Analytical’ answers go beyond simple description or regurgitation of material from texts or lectures, and apply the material to solve the problems posed by the essay or assignment title.

Academic Was the language and style of English used in the essay of the kind found in academic publications? Has the writer avoided, for example, the use of informal, colloquial expressions; the kind of language found in the tabloid press, or reliance upon personal opinions rather than established facts, published data or arguments developed by, and attributed to, reputable sources in the relevant academic field? 
Plagiarism 

Although not listed on the feedback sheet, the issue of plagiarism is a serious one and requires your attention and understanding. 

Has the writer avoided breaching the University’s regulations on plagiarism? (See Appendix 2)

Is there evidence in the work that the writer has done more than simply regurgitate unprocessed material from lectures/tutorials/workshops and supplied readings ? Has the writer made a clear effort to understand the information at their disposal,  and subsequently combined and re-expressed it in their own words in order to create a coherent, original answer to the specific question(s) or task(s) posed in the essay title?

Appendix 2
 

Plagiarism Warning

Summary
· Plagiarism occurs if you use somebody else's work in an assignment or exam answer, but fail to state where you got the material from. 

· It can happen in any type of assessment where you are given the questions or tasks in advance.

· If another student uses your work in their answer(s), both you and they will be punished when caught.

· Punishments for committing plagiarism can be very severe.

· 25-30 students get caught in the Business school every year.

The details
Plagiarism is a form of cheating in which students use the work of others and present it as their own. The University publishes a fully detailed description of what the term ‘plagiarism’ means on the University’s main web-site under the heading ’Procedures for dealing with suspected cases of academic dishonesty. We strongly recommend that you go and read the full document at the above address. Meanwhile, here is an extract of some of the relevant content. You will have committed plagiarism and may be caught, reported and punished (as described below) if you:

· Copy extensively from the work of others (from sources such as books, magazines, journals, web-sites for example) and submit the work as your own. NB It is acceptable to refer to the work of others as long as you do not use too much, and reference your sources properly. If you do not know how to do this, please follow the guidelines given in the document entitled ‘Adding quotations and references to your written work’ at this web-site address:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

· Copy another students’ work and submit it for assessment under your own name.

· Allow another student to copy your work and they then submit it for assessment under their name

This last item is of particular importance; few students seem to understand what it means. If, for example, you allow another student to borrow your work and they subsequently copy some that work and present it as their own, you and they will both be punished even though someone else copied your work.

The risks of working with other students

Some assessment tasks are explicitly designed for group work, and it will be made clear that a group answer is expected from you. All other tasks are intended as an assessment of your individual comprehension and performance, and group answers are not permitted. In individually assessed forms of assessment your work must be different from that of every other student. Plagiarism can occur in assignments and any examination where the questions are issued to students in advance. In both cases it is possible for you to ask other people about how best to answer the questions or complete the necessary tasks

You should be aware that different modules and subjects may have different requirements. In some subjects, answers to questions may, for example, require every student on a module to employ or refer to the same diagram(s), concepts and the like in order to construct an acceptable answer. You should note, however, that even in these circumstances your explanations of what the diagrams mean, and any other writing referring to any common diagrams and concepts should all be in your own words. Moreover, the situation may be very different on other modules, where the submission of work that has a very similar structure, or the use of very similar materials such as concepts, diagrams, quotations and the like, to that of another student, may lead to you being accused of plagiarism. 

The picture is complicated and, unfortunately, it is not possible to give advice that is directly relevant to every module you study. If you are unsure about how to avoid plagiarism in any specific module, then rather than hoping and guessing, you should ask for guidance from the member of staff who delivers that module.

Our overall advice is straightforward; by all means discuss how best to answer questions or complete tasks with your colleagues, but when it comes to actually writing your answers - DO IT ALONE!
What happens if you get caught?

Contrary to some student rumours, getting caught and being punished for committing plagiarism is not an extremely unusual student offence. The Business School typically uncovers and reports for disciplinary action 25 to 30 students each year for plagiarism 

Examination Boards may punish offending students in any manner that they deem fit. Typical punishments Boards may choose range from reducing grades, making students re-sit modules, through to failing students on a module or an entire award. The University regards this form of cheating as a serious offence. Full details of the range of likely punishments can be found on the University’s web-site under the heading ’Procedures for dealing with suspected cases of academic dishonesty. 

 Please consider yourself warned!
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