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The purpose of essays

Essays are set so you can display your knowledge and understanding. They may
have different formats depending on your subject. If you have been given a format to
follow make sure you follow it as closely as you can.

EVALUATE

The purpose of essays



How does doing an essay display your knowledge and
understanding?

Writing the assignment involves you in different activities which improve your under-
standing of the topic.

To write an effective essay you must:

» have a clear idea of what you are being asked to do

» gather information

» present your argument

» use the language and style most appropriate to the discipline you are studying and
» do all of this in a limited time and limited word count.

In doing this you will be using different academic skills:
» decision making to focus your work

» research skills

» planning skills to produce a logical argument

» writing skills used in a way suitable to your discipline

» time management and ability to work to deadlines.
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What does your tutor want?

Your tutor wants to see that you have:

addressed any learning or knowledge outcomes either for your course or this
particular piece of work (X))

followed course or field professional standards and conventions, for example a
business report format or addressing ethical issues for social work

taken a viewpoint and developed an argument to support this

evaluated the evidence you have found - ask if it is relevant, up to date and from a
reliable source (FHED)

shown a clear link between theory and practice, usually by providing examples
such as linking educational theory to actual classroom situations, maybe from your
own practice

followed academic criteria, usually by researching and using a range of reliable
sources and referencing these correctly

shown transferable skills such as time management and presentation of your work,
for instance using a computer.
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LOQK at your learning outcomes

The assessment criteria are designed to test the learning outcomes, but what does the
term ‘learning outcomes’ mean?

The learning outcomes are what you are supposed to know as a result of doing your
course. It is up to you to show that you have learnt these and can demonstrate this
by some method of assessment. Helpfully, these are usually outlined for you in your
course handbook or given with your assignment.

Example question: How well does provision meet mental health need?

Learning outcomes that need to be demonstrated for this essay:

1 Ability to create an appropriate psychological profile for the chosen service user
which demonstrates an understanding of evidence-informed practice in relation to
the issues being presented.

2 Knowledge and application of ONE social work theory and/or method to the proc-
ess of assessment and intervention related to the service user.

Most students do not use the learning outcomes effectively. If you learn to interpret
these you can target exactly what your tutor wants in a piece of work. They are often
written in difficult language so put them in your own words.
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How students’ and tutors’ views of what is needed differ

It would be useful to know if students and tutors have different ideas about what is
important in an essay. If you know what your tutors are looking for you can match their
expectations to maximise marks.

Cover up the last two columns and put in order how important you think the different
criteria are. Compare this with the results from Norton’s (1990) research. If there are
any surprises for you here, make a note of it now so you can check that your next
essay matches with the tutors’ view below.

Criteria Your ranking | Tutors’ ranking Students’ ranking
Answer the question 1 1
Understanding 2 4
Argument 3 7
Relevant information 4 3
Structure/organisation 5 6
Evaluation/own view =6 8
Presentation/style =6 9
Wide reading 8 5
English/spelling 9 10
Content/knowledge Not ranked 2

Norton’s (1990) students’ vs. tutors’ ranking of essay writing criteria
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How do students’ and tutors’ criteria for a good essay vary?

According to Norton (1990) both students and tutors put answering the question as
the most important criterion but students thought content and knowledge was the next
most important thing. Tutors, however, thought understanding and argument were
much more important than, say, wide reading. This shows a key difference between the
student and tutor perspective: your tutor is less interested in you displaying knowledge;
he or she knows that already. Your tutor wants you to show your understanding by
developing an argument using relevant information in a well-structured piece of
work. S/he is also interested in you having a view and being able to evaluate evidence.

Take a look at the criteria Norton produced and compare this with your own view,
taking care to notice any differences. These will be the key ways you can focus on to
improve your essay writing.

So this tells us you need to: Worry less about the content and more about showing
your understanding and arguing your own viewpoint. Target this and you may need
to do less reading overall.
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Assessment criteria

You can see now that there are differences between students’ and tutors’ views of
what needs to be in a good essay. This fact is important, since the biggest difference
when studying at university is that you have to work out how to follow the assess-
ment criteria for yourself. However long ago it was for you, teachers at school did
a lot of this for pupils and assignments were designed so they exactly matched the
assessment criteria. As long as the advice and instructions were followed you were
almost guaranteed to get it right. You may also have been allowed to submit a first
draft, about which the teacher made helpful suggestions.

University is different. You may have just an essay question and assessment criteria,
with no opportunity to show your work to your tutor before the deadline (which you will
find is usually an absolute deadline).

For example: Evaluate the proposition that a global monoculture will destroy diversity
and difference. Just where do you start? What exactly is your tutor looking for? How will
it be assessed? This is where your assessment criteria are vital. They will provide clues
to follow and learning to interpret these will allow you to match your tutors’ expectations.

Have a look at your list of assessment criteria. The wording may vary but usually these
follow the same pattern so it is worth looking at now.
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Looking at your assessment criteria

Look at your assessment criteria now. Tick the ones in the table you are being asked
for. This gets easier to do as you become used to academic language. It is important you
get in the habit of checking which criteria you need to follow for each essay you start.

Tick the assessment criteria needed for your essay
(then read the small print for each tick)

vorX

Addressing the question: does the essay clearly answer the question set
and focus on the title throughout the essay?

Essay structure: is this clear, logical and well defined with an introduction,
middle and conclusion? Does the conclusion draw together points made in
the middle and ‘mirror’ the introduction?

Showing understanding: is this consistently demonstrated in a logical,
coherent and lucid way with evidence of wider reading?

Developing an argument: is this presented by a well-reasoned and
supported argument based on the available evidence?

Critical thinking/critical evaluation: is material presented in a critical
manner, which critiques concepts or methods used and shows an
appreciation of alternative perspectives and any current controversies?

Use of language and academic style: does it provide a well-presented,
readable and generally clear essay which the reader wants to read, and does
it show correct spelling and grammar use?

Adapted from Elander et al. (2006)
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