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Finding clues about the assignment.
When you are given an assignment you need to be very clear about what you are required to do.
Length

If you have only 500 words for an assignment, you will have to tackle the question very directly and keep to the most basic and important points.

Marking scheme

The allocation of marks is usually a guide to the amount of time and the amount of information you are required to include.  A question which is worth 7 marks will presumably require at least 7 bits of information for you to adequately answer it.

Relation between the assignment and the lectures and tutes.
Usually the lectures in a course of study divide the material into sections and present the most important/significant information and introduce the concepts which you need to understand and the experts in the field whose work you need to be familiar with.  The tutes will then usually take a detail or an aspect of the lecture and explore it in more detail or depth.  Essays are usually placed at strategic spots in the semester to provide you with an opportunity to apply the theoretical knowledge you have gained.  

Relation between the topic and the reading list.

Once again there is a relationship between the two.  Different view points may be presented or differing theories or simply individual interpretations of commonly accepted principles.  If one reading proves too difficult try something else on the reading list which may give you a different perspective on the question you are trying to answer. The reading lists for each essay or tute topic is an obvious starting point.  The internet is useful too but beware.  Some sites are biased, some are put up by individuals who have no particular academic credentials.  Use reputable sites; university sites, sites recommended by tutors, government sites which are credible not blogs or company sites which will only give you one side of the story.

 The bibliographies in the books on the reading list may also help you to identify further reading if you need to go deeper into the subject.

The unit outline and assignments

Lecturers go to great trouble to anticipate the problems you may encounter or the questions you might ask and they often provide a lot of information in the unit outlines.  Use them!  They also reveal the structure of the course so that you can anticipate which lectures will be particularly relevant and what issues or concepts are central to an understanding of your subject.

Answering the question, not telling all you know about a subject.

Some topics are inevitable and year after year the exam questions reflect this.  The key difference is in the exact wording of the question which is why you need to train yourself to analyse the question carefully and to provide an answer which is relevant. 

Some questions to ask yourself

You should always interrogate the text of a question or essay topic.  What are they asking here?  What is the emphasis?  Do they mean---? Is that true? And of course the old faithfuls: what?  why?  where?  how?  who?  when?  And most important- so what?  In other words what does all of this mean?  For example, if you have been writing about planning regulations and environmental impact statements, you should be able to evaluate the usefulness of such laws or the implications for the building industry– in other words the “so what “ factor.

Writing your answer

Remember that it is unlikely that you will be asked to describe a situation.  It is much more likely that you will have to develop a position or argument in relation to a theory or statement.  For example:

‘International business needs to be more socially responsible.’  Discuss.
Knowing how to present your work in an acceptable academic format.

This means mechanical things like spacing, a title page, how to use graphs and tables.  Each department provides guides about how to do this.

It also means that you need to write using correct, grammatical formal English, with vocabulary and structures acceptable in an academic context.  Your spelling should be accurate.  Verb/subject agreement is necessary.  Singular and plural should be appropriate.  Verb tenses need to be accurate; usually the past, the perfect and occasionally the present tense covers most situations.  If you use the passive mood, use it correctly and when appropriate.  Usually the passive is used to give more emphasis to the action rather than the agent.

Eg.  The boy broke the window.  (emphasis on the boy, the agent)


The window was broken by the boy.  (emphasis on the window)

Another useful device in academic writing is the use of noun clauses or phrases.  This is helpful when complex subjects are being discussed.

Eg. a simple sentence:  Psychologists know about Freud.

A more complex sentence:  Psychologists know that Freudian theory about mother/son relationships is controversial.

Noun clauses often follow adjectives too.

Eg.  It is apparent that/clear/evident/well known/true/vital that students need tolearn vocabulary.

The author is certain/clear/correct/right that students’ writing needs improvement

Optional additional material

These are all examples of real questions.

Write a content analysis of the representation of gender that focuses on ONE element of popular culture (eg’ a TV show, a series of ads, magazines).  This examination will also give attention to categories of analysis such as race, class, ethnicity, age and sexual identity.

Why is school often a negative experience for Aboriginal children, and what are the likely outcomes of this?

In your opinion, which criticisms may be validly raised against Sartre’s notion of the “human condition’?  State your arguments.

Discuss four classes of antihypertensive medications for treatment of essential hypertension and their mechanisms of action.

Critically analyse the ways in which representations of Australian national identity are gendered. 

What are the main environmental issues in Japan today?  How does Japan deal with them?

Critically discuss the arguments against legalised euthanasia.

What evidence is there that women produce craft rather than art?

Have they made a good case for their assertions?

Do I agree and what examples can I provide?
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