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Thinking about writing at university.

Writing at university is different from other types of writing that you do.  For one thing it is often used as an assessment instrument, to show your lecturers what you have understood from the lectures and the reading. Writing well is a skill  which can be learned and improved.
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 But before you write, you need to think about what you will write. 

There are two main features of writing which I have called the technical aspect  and the content.

The technical involves the actual presentation of the essay:- grammar, spelling, sentence structure, punctuation, referencing, length.

In this paper we are going to look at the content issues.  One of the most common problems students face is knowing what information the lecturer wants from them.  Sometimes students wish they could be mind readers:-
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Imagine you have been given the following topic, with a 500 word limit.

“At tertiary level, the emphasis switches from teaching to learning.  Your lecturers will serve as models of learned people and you will read other learned people.  The student’s task is to develop as a learner.”(Counsell, 2003)

Discuss the implications of this statement for international students.

What do you do first?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------.

What would I do first?

I would think about the statement and ask myself some questions.  Do I agree with this statement?  What does it actually mean?  Who are they and how do they reach this conclusion?  To answer the question,( ie discuss this statement,) what are the key terms?  What ideas have I got about the topic?

What do you do next?

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------.

What would I do next?

I would highlight key words.  I would write down ideas or words that came to me and I would brainstorm for ideas or perhaps draw a diagram or a mind map showing how the ideas related to each other.
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.
And then…………?????????????

Well, I would spend some time drawing up a plan. 

 I might look at my study guide or lecture list to see if this topic had been covered and what readings were associated with it. 

 I would look at my notes from lectures. 

 I would do some reading and some note taking and add to my plan.

I would call all of this thinking and preparation time, even though I would also be doing a bit of writing (note taking, highlighting, the plan)

 With a week or 10 days to go before it was due in, I would start on a first draft of the actual writing.

Then I would read it through, maybe get someone else to read it and give me some feedback.  Then I would leave it for a day or two and come back to do a final edit and produce the final draft.

Brain storming.

Key terms-tertiary level (as opposed to secondary school)

Emphasis switches (completely or partially??)

Teaching and learning- are they separate, can you have one without the other?  It is a matter of emphasis, more independence , less guidance, lecturing rather than teaching,  more sources of info, more choice of tasks

A model of a learned person- what does this mean? Someone involved in finding out, some one interested in learning, well read, questioning and analytic

The student’s task is to develop as a learner- is this true? Has this been my experience? Is this the aim of tertiary education?

Implications for international students? What is important?  Is this different from the experience that international students have had in their home country? 

Assessment will value the qualities of an effective learner- which are …?

 Is this also true for local students?

 Does this imply that international students may find some unexpected differences?

Essay plan

Intro- compare and contrast school and uni;-

	school
	uni

	Parents, teachers
	yourself

	Set curriculum
	Courses with options, choices

	Not much choice
	Lots of choice

	teaching
	Learning how to learn


Para.2-lectures and tutes- what are you learning in them?

Para 3.-kinds of learning to develop

Para.3-writing papers in an academic style, analysing not describing

Para. 4- learning new skills

Conclusion- agree basically but with the proviso that some teaching still needs to happen.

Model answer.

“At tertiary level, the emphasis switches from teaching to learning.  Your lecturers will serve as models of learned people and you will read other learned people.  The student’s task is to develop as a learner.”(Counsell, 2003)

Discuss the implications of this statement for international students.

  International students often expect university study to be different from school but are not sure how it will be different.  At school other people, like parents and teachers, often decided what should be on the curriculum.  But at university, the student has a lot more freedom to choose what to study and since a semester is only ten to twelve weeks, a lot less time to study in.  In that time, the student needs to find out what is important in their subject, how to learn it and how to pass the subject by writing essays and assignments.  This is the student’s task as a learner and the implications for the international student will be discussed in this essay.

Finding out what is important begins at the first lecture.  Since it is in Australian English there are some words or slang which are unfamiliar and the lecturer’s accent and speed are often a problem. So the first task is to learn to listen effectively so that you can take notes.  This is not an easy task and students have to be resourceful and hard working to achieve an understanding of lectures.  Sometimes this means really reading all the preparation material very carefully, or improving note taking skills, or working with other students to review the lecture notes.

Another important skill to develop is learning itself.  At school, it was often important to remember information or facts but at university this is less likely to be so.  Instead, a student needs to know how to organise information and how to apply it to the situations or scenarios which are given in tutorials or assignments.  This means a student needs to have a point of view or an opinion or be able to explain an idea or a process, rather than just describe it.

A third skill is to learn how to write papers which meet the lecturer’s expectations.  Again this means reading past papers, asking questions, practising, finding models, comparing answers and discussing work in a way which provides a deeper understanding or analysis of the task.

An international student may need to acquire these new skills or develop existing skills.  Sometimes it is a matter of learning what you need to know and then setting about getting the information.  Sometimes it is a matter of really changing the way you think about studying and being a student.  Working hard is important but working effectively is just as important and that could mean changing the way you operate.  Sometimes it also involves asking for help or having someone teach you what you need to know.  Some skills you can teach yourself using the computer or books or getting advice from friends.  But you may also need to ask for explicit teaching from lecturers or advisers to help you learn something.

In conclusion, this paper supports the idea that tertiary education is more about learning how to learn than being taught but this is not the whole story.  Students, particularly international students, need to make sure that they are taught the skills they need, whether they teach themselves or whether they seek help from others. (523)
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However, the strategies are usually more mundane than getting a mystic with a crystal ball.  Usually what the lecturer wants you to do, is to read the question/topic very carefully.
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