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Writing Essays
and Other
Assignments 
at University:
What You Need
To Know

|  what you need to know  |

Foreword
Welcome to this guide. It is intended to help you make 
the most of your time at university by helping you to 
understand the assessment system and avoid the pitfalls 
that sometimes hold students back or discourage them. 
Many students think when they start their degree, ‘I don’t 
think I’m clever enough to be here’; and, sometimes, 
having difficulties with assessed work can reinforce that 
view. This guide is written to help you prevent that 
situation happening to you.
	 Before you think, ‘Oh no, not another study skills 
manual’, let us assure you that this book is definitively 
not that. Instead, it is the distillation of the experience 
of many students who have gone before you and who are 
keen to share their experiences with you. It also has some 
perspectives from tutors so you get a rounded picture. 
In this book there are a number of general principles 
which will be of use to students in many different 
subjects, although it often refers to Psychology. In fact, 
Lorraine, the student whose diary excerpts appear below, 
is a case in point as she studied both Psychology and 
English. Lorraine was a highly motivated mature 
student who struggled through the first year in her 
English subjects, getting low C grades despite lots of 
effort, but who suddenly ‘got what it was all about’ three 
quarters of the way through her first year and then 
started getting A grades, particularly in Psychology.
	 At the time when Lorraine was a student, no guidance 
was given on the assessment system or criteria, so she 
picked up her knowledge of this gradually, on her way to 
what eventually turned out to be a first class degree, but 
the insights came slowly and sometimes painfully. She, 
like all the other students quoted in this book, has readily 
agreed to share her journey of realisation. 

Lorraine’s journal

25th October
I think I’d better be quite realistic and aim for Bs – higher Bs 
if at all possible. I shall be very disappointed if I get Cs. I also 
think that as every assignment counts, more effort should be 
put into every single assignment than even last year.

25th November
Well, the first mark is in – experiment on vigilance – got 69%. 
I feel ambivalent about it – pleased because it’s been marked by 
someone new so I can obviously satisfy more than one tutor and 
slightly disappointed because I’m sure that report would have 
qualified for an A on last year’s standards. I suppose, on the 
other hand, one’s standards should be higher in the second 
year so all in all perhaps I didn’t do too badly.

6th December
Handed in the Blake essay to Mr W – glad to have it finished 
and off my chest. I feel quite pleased with it, not because it’s 
brilliant – it most certainly isn’t – but because it’s all my own 
work. Having made all these notes from the critics, I then took 
hardly any notice of them, or at least I’d absorbed and wrote 
them down in my own words instead of cutting and pasting. 
It took a lot of effort – longer than I’ve spent on any single 
assignment this year so I hope it’ll get a good mark. Anything 
more than a B would be unrealistic given my performance last 
year, but I hope at least it’ll be a good B and shall be most 
disappointed if it’s a C or worse.

3rd January
Very nice comment on my Blake essay – got 69%. Mr W said 
that Mr E would have given it an A, which is very nice to know.

Lorraine picks up the story 
in her second year when the 
marks for every assignment 
counted towards her final 
degree classification.

Lorraine’s realisation 
that standards go up from 
one year to the next is a 
significant insight.

This was the turning point 
for Lorraine in her English 
work, where she finally 
realised that what her 
English tutors were looking 
for was her own opinions 
founded on her reading and 
understanding of the critics, 
rather than simply parroting 
back in her essay what the 
critics had said.
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1st February
Handed in my essay on visual perception. Was hopeful it was B+ 
standard but after hearing how people have got As and B++s my 
hopes have gone down. It’ll be interesting to see though because 
it’s written in the new format, ie. exclusively argued by me from 
facts I’ve marshalled out of my reading.

13th February
Got B++ for visual perception and was disappointed because 
there were a lot of As. I do agree though that the main weakness 
was that it wasn’t broad enough…

21st November
Am enjoying the Conrad course but I was wondering today 
whether reading the critics is a handicap, ie. it stultifies your 
own thoughts. I’d been reading Tanner on ‘Lord Jim’ last night 
and I really felt less clear on the lecture today than if I’d just 
relied on my own appreciation. Perhaps then extra work in 
English isn’t so much reading the critics as thoroughly knowing 
the text, perhaps other texts by the same author and thinking. 
	 The more I do think about it, the more convinced I am that 
what is needed is evidence of your own thinking critically applied 
to whatever information you’ve been given, be it Psychology or 
English or whatever. I should have it engraved on my heart – 
for every minute spent reading or learning or memorising, spend 
ten minutes thinking. And the nice thing about it is, the more 
you do think, the easier thinking becomes and if I can go into 
the exams without worrying too much about facts and figures 
(three years constant effort should hopefully dredge it up from 
somewhere) and concentrate on presenting thoughtful, critical 
yet constructive evaluations for answers, I should do better than 
if I seek to parade what little knowledge I may have acquired. 
I’ll have to keep reminding myself though and in a way I think 
keeping this diary helps because it makes me stop and consider 

how I’m doing, where I’ve been going wrong, how I can 
improve etc. So the motto for the rest of this degree course is: 
‘Think, and when you think you can think no more, think again.’

4th July
Had arranged with May to go up to College at about 2pm. 
While waiting nervously for Brian to arrive, the phone went 
about ten past one and it was Jane, who said she was at college 
and I’d got a first!! I kept saying ‘are you sure, are you sure?’… 
I really can’t believe it … Was congratulated by all the staff. 
Found it all a bit overwhelming but very pleasing. I did it!!!

Lorraine is building on and 
consolidating her under-
standing of what’s required 
in essays and going through 
a period of testing out this 
new understanding and 
then seeing what marks 
she gets. Every good mark 
reinforces her belief that 
she is on the right track. 
In effect, she is working out 
for herself what the assess-
ment criteria are.

Lorraine pays close 
attention to the feedback 
she gets and incorporates 
this into her strategy of 
acting on feedback to more 
clearly understand what is 
required and improve on 
her future essays.

This unusually long entry 
is presented in its entirety as 
this is another major insight. 
Although she did not realise 
it at the time, what Lorraine 
was doing was taking a deep 
approach to her studies. 
Taking a deep approach 
means concentrating on 
understanding rather than 
memorising, relating new 
knowledge to what is already 
known, thinking independ-
ently and seeing things 
differently.

Lorraine didn’t look 
back from this point and 
graduated with a first class 
combined honours degree 
in Psychology and English. 
Her final diary entry says 
it all.

Clearly, not every student 
will want to be like Lorraine, 
but a lot of what she says in 
her study diary is relevant to 
anyone starting who wants 
to do their best at university 
and get good grades in their 
written assignments.

|  what you need to know  |
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Note to readers: how to use this book
The authors of this book and the students we interviewed, 
who have so generously given up their time to talk about 
their own understandings of what is involved in being 
assessed, all hope that this small guide will help to make 
your own experience of assessment in Higher Education 
that little bit easier. 
	 We have included some activities and exercises which 
should be fun to do as well as help you understand the 
‘system’ a little better. At the end of each chapter you will 
see some suggested Action Points which will help you 
make the best use of this guide by showing you how to 
apply what you have read to your own work.
	 You can dip into this book and read it in any order 
you like, but if you need immediate guidance on the 
assessment criteria that we have described as ‘core’ 
criteria, go directly to Chapters Four – Nine.
	 Another strategy you might like is to concentrate
first on reading all the quotes from both the students and 
the tutors. In the following chapters all quotes are in italic 
type in the outermost columns, so you can pick them out 
easily. Where possible the quotes are placed alongside 
the relevant part of the main text that refers to them. 
(As you read the main text you will also usually find a cue 
when to refer to the relevant quote.) Students’ views are 
signalled by a blue dotted line above them and staff views 
are signalled by a black dotted line above them. While we 
have kept to the essential meaning of what has been said, 
some of the quotes have been changed slightly to make 
them easier to read. ‘Running headings’ at the top right 
of each double page spread (such as ‘What you need to 
know’ on the page opposite) serve as a reminder of which 
chapter you are reading and help to navigate your way 
through the book.

Jan, student
“Quotes from students look like 
this, with a blue dotted line.”

John, tutor
“Quotes from staff look like this, 
with a black dotted line.”

|  what you need to know  |
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Chapter One
How 
Assessment 
Aware Are You?

1

We believe that you will save yourself a lot of time, and 
potentially some disappointment in your own progress, 
if you begin your studies at university by becoming aware 
of the assessment system, how it works and how you can 
make it work for you. This is not intended to be a cynical 
exercise; rather it is intended to alert you to how assess-
ment works in most university courses. By realising 
how the system works, you will be able to take control 
and empower yourself as an effective learner and a 
successful student.
	 See the facing page to find out how assessment aware 
you are about essays. Here are some statements that 
students and staff express about essays and assessment. 
Read each one and then place a tick in the appropriate 
column headed either ‘True’ or ‘False’. Answers are on 
page 110 and your score interpretation is on page 115.
	 Once you have found out how knowledgeable you are 
about assessment in general, we would like you to see 
how much you know about assessment criteria. But first, 
a word or two of explanation is needed. 

 Quiz One: Your assessment awareness

11 |	 The marks you get for an essay range from 0 – 100.

12 |	 A pass mark is always 50% .

13 |	 If you fail an assignment in your first year, this will 
	 affect your final degree.

14 |	 Tutors vary in what they expect of you in written essays.

15 |	 It’s important to write in as elaborate a style as you can.

16 |	 Handing in an essay before it’s due will impress your 
	 tutor, who will give you a higher mark.

17 |	 Exceeding the word limit and using big words or 
	 technical jargon will get you higher marks.

18 |	 Students in their first year do not generally 
	 understand what assessment criteria are.

19 |	 Tutors sometimes give new students higher marks 
	 than their work deserves – to encourage them.

10 |	 Tutors reward ability more than effort.

11 |	 Most students think essays are the fairest form 
	 of assessment.

12 |	 A really good student can complete a top-class essay 
	 in one sitting. 

Now go to pages 110 – 115 for answers and associated advice.

True	    — or —	   False ?

|  how assessment aware are you?  |
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Quiz Two: Ranking assessment criteria
Look at the following list of assessment criteria, which 
were identified by six Psychology tutors in a study by 
Norton (1990), and put them in order of importance, 
where 1 is the most important and 9 the least important.
Then tick those assessment criteria that you believe are 
‘core’ criteria, ie. those that all tutors would recognise as 
referring to important features of a good essay.

|  how assessment aware are you?  |

Criterion and criteria: what is the difference?
Before we get into a detailed discussion, let us just 
explain a little about the use of the word ‘criteria’, which 
is the plural form of the word ‘criterion’. According to 
the Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, ‘criterion’ 
is a noun, which is defined as ‘a means or standard of 
judging’. When tutors talk about assessment, they rarely 
use the singular noun; more often they refer to the 
plural: ‘criteria’.

What are assessment criteria?
Although we never use the term in our ordinary, everyday 
lives, we use assessment criteria all the time, such as 
when we are shopping for a new pair of trainers. Are we 
looking for a brand name, a design, colour, style or how 
well they seem to fit the purpose for which we want to 
use them? Do we want them for walking, tennis, football, 
etc? In deciding whether or not to buy the trainers, we 
make a judgment based on all these factors. The ‘factors’ 
are, in effect, assessment criteria. This is exactly what 
tutors do when they mark your written work; only in this 
case the assessment criteria are devised to help them 
judge how well you have learned the subject on which 
you are being assessed.

Which are the most important assessment criteria?
This next quiz is designed to see how much you know 
about the assessment criteria that Psychology tutors use 
when marking essays.

Rank :  1 – 9	 Assessment criteria	 Core criterion?

		  Understanding

		  Wide reading

		  English / Spelling

		  Relevant information

		  Answers the question

		  Evaluation

		  Presentation / Style

		  Argument

		  Structure / Organisation

So how did you do? 
Go to pages 116 – 120 for the answers and explanation.



The Assessment System :
How It Works and

How You Can Make It
Work For You



The assessment system is a process that you can become 
pro-active in by finding out:
• what tutors are actually looking for in your assignments
• why they think it is important
	 Raising your awareness of the system in this way will 
give you a head start not just in terms of your assign-
ments, but also in understanding what studying and 
learning at university level is all about. There are many 
debates about what university students should be able to 
do, but one of the most helpful ways of describing it is 
in Stephenson’s (1988) definition of ‘capability’.
	 Thinking about this definition, you can immediately 
see that Higher Education is about encouraging you to 
stand on your own two feet, to become confident in what 
you do and why you do it. Psychology assignments typi-
cally encourage you to become more confident in finding 
evidence, evaluating its persuasiveness and using it to 
formulate your own ideas and arguments about a topic.

How do I find out what my tutors are looking for?
The question of what your tutors want can be tackled in 
many different ways. What we have tried to do in this 
book is to let as many students as possible tell you about 
what they have found out about assessment from their 
own personal experience. We have gathered this informa-
tion through interviews and focus groups. The Psychol-
ogy students who took part have willingly allowed us to 
use their words in the hope that what they have learned 
about assessment will help you. We have also carried out 
a number of interviews with Psychology tutors in order 
to present as rounded a picture as possible. Here are 
some of the things that students have said about what 
they did to find out what was expected of them.

Chapter Two
The Assessment 
System: How It 
Works and How 
You Can Make It 
Work For You

“… an integration of knowledge, 
skills, personal qualities and 
understanding used appropri-
ately and effectively… 
Capability can be observed 
when we see people with 
justified confidence in their 
ability to take effective and 
appropriate action; explain 
what they are about … and 
continue to learn from their 
experiences as individuals and 
in association with others, in a 
diverse and changing society.”2

|  the assessment system  |
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Introduction
The assessment system is often an area that students 
find one of the most difficult to get to grips with. Many 
of you have come straight to university from school and 
you are used to your teacher telling you exactly what is 
going to happen and where you can find information 
related to your subject. Even in work settings, you were 
probably told quite clearly what to do. University life is 
different; an emphasis is placed on you developing your 
independent research skills and learning to help yourself. 
You might be asking yourself the question, ‘So why do I 
need to know about the assessment system?’. A number 
of graduating students that we talked to have commented 
that they wished they knew then what they know now. 
With this in mind, this chapter will give you some helpful 
hints on what to look for and what to do in order to make 
the assessment system work for you.

Why is it important to work out the assessment system?
At the beginning of a module you are given an outline 
of how the module will be structured; important details 
such as examination and coursework deadlines are usu-
ally communicated to you. However, many students take 
this information at face value and don’t consider what it 
is exactly that tutors are looking for in their work. This 
is a potential ‘disaster’ just waiting to happen. Unlike 
school where the examination boards and examiners 
are not your teachers, in the university system, the tu-
tors who teach you are the same people who design the 
module, the learning aims and the assessment system. 
Most importantly of all, your tutors are the people who 
will be marking your work. So to turn a potential ‘disaster’ 
into a triumph, you need to realise that there is nothing 
magical or mystical going on that is outside your control. 



Requesting feedback on a draft
Jane is a first-year Psychology student who was quite 
confused about what was required. As Jane says, she 
didn’t understand what her tutor was looking for so she 
adopted the strategy of handing the essay in early for her 
tutor to comment on. Many students think that tutors do 
not want to spend time with them outside the teaching 
sessions; however, most tutors are perfectly happy to do 
this. Arranging to see your tutor with a draft essay shows 
that you have gone away and researched your area and 
you want to know what to do to write a good essay.
	 However, a word of caution here; if you want to hand 
your essay in early, make sure you give your tutors suffi-
cient time to look over it. You can’t give it to them the day 
before it’s due and expect them to drop everything and 
have a look at it instantly. They are busy people, too!

Asking for advice on a plan
Another useful strategy mentioned by a number of stu-
dents we interviewed was to do a plan of the essay and 
ask the tutor what she or he thinks. This helps as the 
tutor can then clarify if the student is looking at the right 
areas and is actually answering the question. This is a 
good strategy to adopt as it only takes a few moments to 
catch the tutor after a lecture and she or he can give you 
some advice about your plan. Most tutors do not mind 
you asking them for this type of advice. Going to see 
them when you don’t understand something is all part of 
your development both personally and academically. 

Using the module handbook
The module handbook is usually given out at the begin-
ning of a module or is made available electronically. It is 
designed to give an outline of the whole module and tell 

you what the tutors are looking for. As Karen points out, 
if she doesn’t understand something in the module hand-
book, then she makes a point of going to the module 
tutors to ask them what it means.

Don’t be put off !
Of course, it must be said that tutors are fallible human 
beings like the rest of us, so occasionally you will be 
brushed off or turned away by an individual. This may 
be because it was a bad time you chose, or that the tutor 
concerned was facing other pressures. However, it is very 
rare indeed that with a bit of negotiation and common 
courtesy a tutor would refuse to help you at all.

Attending everything
This may seem obvious, but in fact many students are 
not as careful as they should be about attending abso-
lutely everything that is on their course. There are always 
plenty of good excuses not to go to that 9.00 am lecture, 
especially if your best friend has said she’ll take notes 
for you. Someone else’s recall of a session fits in with 
their perceptions and understanding, not yours, so the 
sad fact is, other people’s notes are rarely helpful. You 
should make every effort not to miss out, no matter how 
unpromising or boring the class session might sound. 
Getting someone to sign you in, which is what some stu-
dents do, is not a good idea as although you get a tick for 
attendance, you may miss vital gems of information that 
could help you get a better grade. Many tutors will give 
really useful tips and hints for essays and examinations 
in their lectures and seminars. Equally importantly, the 
more you attend, the better the understanding you will 
gain of the whole subject area.

Sean, 1st-year student, 
experienced helpfulness

“He always told us where his 
office was and that he was 
available for us to go and see 
him. People have told me that 
you should at least go and 
speak to them if they make 
the time available as they 
could tell you lots and also it 
would show him that I made 
the effort.”

Jane, 1st-year Psychology
“They have given you this 
area and they are looking for 
certain standards that you’ve 
got to meet. To be honest I 
didn’t know what the marker 
was looking for. In fact what I 
did one time was to finish an 
essay early and hand it in to 
him to have a look at.”

Rashid, 3rd-year student, 
sought his tutors’ advice

“In one of my first lectures a 
tutor said to us don’t go and 
ask the tutors anything as they 
are too busy doing their own 
research, and I thought well 
what are we going to do if we 
need help? I ignored this and 
went to see some of my tutors 
and they told me what to do. 
Some are more helpful than 
others. I guess it’s swings 
and roundabouts.” 

Karen, 2nd-year student
“It’s hard to know exactly 
what they want. Some tutors 
write what they want in the 
lectures, others don’t, so it’s a 
bit of a guessing game really. 
I often go and see them if I am 
unsure. The module handbook 
gives you an idea but it’s 
not always that great if you 
don’t understand.”

Sean also realised the 
importance of attend-
ance in his first year 

“They give you an outline of 
the essay and what they tend 
to want you to write. Also 
going to the lectures you tend 
to be able to pick up what the 
tutors want.”

|  26  | |  27  |
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Psychology tutors want evidence
At university, examinations and essays are the main ways 
of assessing what students have learned, and Psychol-
ogy is no exception. Many students struggle to make 
the transition from school writing styles to university 
writing styles within the first year of study. One of the 
major stumbling blocks is that of evidence. At university, 
students need to write about what has happened before 
in the discipline, what people have found and how they 
found it. The tutors at university expect you to write 
about previous research and show that you have re-
searched the assignment topic through reading journals 
and books. Many students know that this is what their 
tutors are looking for.
	 The gathering of information for essays is a skill that 
you will develop throughout your time at university. This 
skill is essential as it increases not only your understand-
ing of the topic area but also the depth that your essays 
convey, and this has a direct relationship with how well 
you eventually do in your modules. Meena’s experience 
is important for it shows the value that Psychology places 
on journal information. As soon as she realised this, her 
grades started to improve. 
	 Talking to Steven, another third-year student who has 
experienced both ‘good and bad’ in his three years, we 
can see how he has developed a good understanding of 
what his tutors are looking for.
	 Both Meena and Steven have learned about the impor-
tance of reading and researching in preparation for their 
essays. If you want to read more now about how to use 
such evidence in your essays, go to Chapter Eight.

Why do I need to know about assessment criteria?
Many students begin their undergraduate degree by be-
ing unaware of the assessment criteria. Steven explains 
why ignoring the criteria is a mistake.
	 Students have had many mixed experiences with 
understanding assessment criteria and with not realising 
how important they are. Many have reported that at the 
beginning of their course they were either unaware of 
them or they chose to ignore them, believing that 
they knew better. 
	 James learnt a valuable but very hard lesson. He failed 
a year, and reflecting on this, he thinks that it was prob-
ably due to not following the assessment criteria. The 
transition from school to university and the difference 
between the ways students are taught is demonstrated by 
David’s experience of assessment criteria.
	 David’s experience is a useful lesson, as it is a very 
common perception by new students that they will be 
‘spoon fed’ all the information they need. However, this is 
not what university education is about, and from the very 
first lecture you will be expected to take responsibility for 
your own learning. Both James and David are really 
good examples of what happens when you don’t realise 
the importance of taking account of the assessment 
criteria for assignments. If you adapt to using the assess-
ment criteria from the start, then you are giving yourself 
a good chance of getting the best marks that you can in 
each module. In the next chapter we will be exploring 
how assessment criteria are used in the marking process.

“They are looking for journal 
articles supporting everything. 
Recent research.”

Meena, 3rd-year student
“I think it was learning the 
research skills. I didn’t know 
how to research really and you 
pick that up as you go along 
using the libraries and journals. 
In the first year I tended to get 
a lot of the information from 
books and also searching
other areas like the internet.
I was getting Cs. In the second 
and third year I started to go 
beyond that and use journals.”

Steven, 3rd-year student
“Well, I look at the module 
guide, which tells me the  
assessment criteria. If you 
don’t follow these criteria then 
you are in big trouble. They’re 
there as a framework in which 
to base your answer.”

Steven, 3rd-year student
“They want you to show that 
you understand the mate-
rial and that you know what 
you’re talking about. Wider 
reading as well, show that we 
don’t only read the handouts. 
They give you the bare bones 
and you have to put the meat 
on them. They want you to 
show that you have researched 
the area thoroughly and that 
you have spent time and effort 
in putting your essay together.”

James comments on 
his experience

“I used to not really look at 
the assessment criteria and 
wonder what the tutor was 
looking for, but as I have 
progressed through the years I 
have realised that if you don’t 
follow what they ask, then 
you tend not to do very well. 
That’s probably why I failed 
my first year.”

David, 3rd-year student
“In the first year I didn’t really 
utilise the assessment criteria 
and therefore I didn’t know 
what the tutors were looking 
for. It seems silly now not to 
look at the assessment criteria, 
but I guess in the first year I 
just took it for granted that I 
would be told everything with-
out having to actually do any 
independent thinking.”
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Y	 Take control and find out what the assessment system 
	 is for each of your modules.

Y	 Ask tutors for help with your written work, but be well 		
	 prepared (ie. bring with you a draft essay, plan or the 		
	 module handbook).

Y	 Understand the particular importance of evidence and 	
	 research in Psychology work.

Y	 Start using journals when researching for your essays
	 (although not strictly required in your first year, the
	 sooner you get to grips with these, the better your
	 assignments will be).

Y	 Realise how important assessment criteria are and 
	 resolve to find out what they are for each assignment 		
	 you are given. 

The Assessment 
System: How It 
Works and How 
You Can Make It 
Work For You
Action Points
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Students’ understandings of assessment criteria
As we mentioned earlier, when asked what assessment 
criteria are, many first-year students are unsure. This 
may be due to a number of reasons, such as, they didn’t 
know where to find them, or they didn’t have them at 
school so were not aware that they needed to know 
about them at university. However, some students were 
more clued in.
	 These quotes show that these students know that the 
assessment criteria are what your tutors are going to 
assess you on. This point cannot be emphasised enough. 
Many students have realised, unfortunately sometimes 
too late, that if they do not follow the criteria, they will 
not do very well. 
	 Paul’s thoughts are very typical of many students 
and echo those of Steven, James and David in Chapter 
Two. Although Paul had an idea of what the assessment 
criteria were, he still did not look at them in his first year. 
However, he now realises that they are important, and he 
uses them as a tool to help keep him informed of what 
he is doing throughout an essay and to keep him on the 
right track. 

Where to find assessment criteria
Assessment criteria are often found in quite different 
places. When we asked students where they first heard 
of them or found them, we had many different responses, 
as the following excerpts from a focus group discussion 
show. This probably goes some way to explain why first-
year students can sometimes have so much trouble in 
knowing exactly what they are and where to find them. 
Phillip, a first-year student in the focus group, explains 
overleaf a few different methods of finding out where 
they are and what they are:

|  assessment criteria  |

“Assessment criteria are a set  
of standards that you have  
to adhere to, to get a  
certain grade.”

“It’s a document that they use 
to distinguish how they are 
going to assess you.”

Paul, 2nd-year student, 
explains his experience of 
assessment criteria and 
what it means to him

“Isn’t that the criteria that the 
tutors judge your essays on? 
Don’t they have to stick to 
them so that they can grade 
your essays? I think they 
might use them as a guide 
or maybe they know them so 
well they just know what to do. 
I never used to look at them in 
the first year but now I have 
realised that it is essential to 
look at them while I am doing 
my essays just so that I know 
that I am on the right track 
and know what I’m doing.”

Introduction 
Getting to grips with the assessment system very early 
on in your university life will be advantageous to your 
progression towards that final graduation day. In the 
previous chapter we looked at why it’s important to work 
out the assessment system and how you can make this 
system work for you. This chapter takes you one step 
further and explains what assessment criteria are, how 
you can identify them and what your tutors mean by 
them. One of the keys to success is to know what the 
people marking your work consider important and then 
to concentrate on getting these things right. 
	 The assessment criteria for any given assignment are 
a list of specific aspects that tutors look for when they 
are marking your work, and they will be judging how 
well you demonstrate each of these aspects. Assessment 
criteria can vary from subject to subject and from task 
to task, but most tutors would agree that the basic core 
assessment criteria for essay writing include the 
following (also see the answers to Quiz Two on page 116):

• answering the question 
• structuring the essay
• demonstrating understanding
• developing an argument
• using evidence
• evaluating sources 
• use of written language

It is important for you to understand each one of these 
criteria so that you write a balanced essay in which all the 
criteria are met to the best of your ability. This maximises 
your chances of achieving the best grade possible.

Chapter Three
Assessment 
Criteria and the 
Marking Process

3



|  36  | |  37  |

specific essay title. In order for the tutor to mark students’ 
work effectively, she or he needs to have assessment 
criteria to give an overall grade. Obviously the grade at 
the end is what students are primarily concerned with; 
but how does the tutor reach the decision to award this 
grade? Sarah’s comments show that she understands the 
role played by criteria in the marking process.
	 Both Sarah and Asif’s quotes show they have realised 
that assessment criteria are used to measure their learn-
ing in the subject area. This is an important point to re-
member. You need to show the tutor that you have learnt 
and understood what you are writing about. This is even 
more important in the final year of study, as tutors will be 
looking for far deeper answers that demonstrate an excel-
lent level of understanding and application of knowledge 
acquired during your time in Higher Education. Assess-
ment criteria are, therefore, not only tools tutors use to 
mark your work, but also a set of indicators for you that 
will help you write better essays. 

What do tutors expect from first-year students?
The transition into Higher Education can be difficult 
for many first-year students, so if you’re finding it hard, 
you’re not alone! Part of the problem in adjusting to this 
new level of education is trying to work out what your 
tutors expect of you, and this can become quite stressful 
when you have to hand in a piece of work that is going 
to be assessed. Knowing what tutors expect from the 
first-year is a genuine advantage for the new student. 
One of the first things you should remember is that it is 
expected that you will learn as you go along. In virtually 
all universities, how you perform in the first year will not 
affect your final degree classification, which gives you the 
chance to learn from taking risks with new ways of 
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Penny, 2nd-year student, 
explains where she finds 
assessment criteria

“I always go straight to the 
module handbook and I have 
done that since day one. The 
module handbook is really 
good for pointers and informa-
tion about what to do. I don’t 
really use the website as I 
prefer it in print, in my hand.”

Sarah understands the 
role of criteria in the 
marking process

“Assessment is a way of finding 
out if a student has learnt 
what you wanted them to 
learn and those criteria will 
supposedly evaluate whether 
that learning has or hasn’t 
taken place. Whether or not it 
is always effective is a different 
question, but that is what it 
is there for – to see if learning 
has actually taken place.”

Asif, 1st-year student
“Assessment criteria are your 
learning outcomes from your 
course, whether it is assign-
ment based or exam based, 
and what you have to fulfil to 
get the required grade.”

Interestingly, a debate then ensued about the fact that the 
assessment criteria can be found on some assignment 
submission sheets. Our advice is to make sure you know 
where to get the assessment criteria before you submit 
your essay. If you actually get your submission sheet at 
the time you are writing your essay, then it is fine to use 
it as a way of knowing what the assessment criteria are. 
However, if the criteria are not on the submission sheet, 
you need to find out where they are. Some students, such 
as Femi, use electronic sources instead.
	 He gives a good piece of advice, as he explains that 
tutors sometimes give little pointers of what they are 
looking for, which means that if you have a look at the 
website, you might get some extra help. As we have said 
before, it is worth remembering that it is the tutor who 
will be marking your work, not some faceless external 
person, so if you know what your tutor specifically wants, 
then that has to give you an advantage.
	 The final source for criteria, and possibly the easiest to 
access, is the module handbook itself. These handbooks 
vary in size and quality, but they tend to have similar 
information in common: they contain the module aims, 
learning outcomes and assessment criteria for that 
particular module. As well as having all the information 
about the module, most of them also break down the 
assessment criteria and give you pointers on what to do 
in your essays in relation to the assessment criteria. 

What do the assessment criteria measure?
The assessment system at university means that simple 
right and wrong answers are rarely part of what is ex-
pected in students’ work, unless they are multiple choice 
question tests. Therefore, the tutor marking an essay is 
faced with many different possible answers to any one 

Phillip, 1st-year student
“It might be posted on the web, 
or told to you by your tutor in 
a session. You are going to be 
assessed in an essay at the end 
and you are probably told that, 
ideally at the beginning of the 
course. I look on the web.”

Paula, 1st-year student
“They put criteria on the back 
of the submission sheet – like 
a table, don’t they? It’s got 
grades and they tick each box, 
like ‘presentation’ for example.”

Julie, 3rd-year student, 
doesn’t like this practice

“I don’t think it is a good idea 
to put it on the back of the 
sheet that you are using to 
submit your essay. You have 
already written your essay so 
you might not have looked at 
the submission sheet until you 
hand it in.”

Femi, 2nd-year student, 
uses online sources

“I always look on the website. 
Tutors normally put the 
question on there and then a 
little piece about what they 
want done, like pointers.”
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Which criteria do tutors think are the most important 
when marking students’ essays?

The tutors we interviewed expressed different opinions 
about this question. Looking at their answers will show 
you why you need to make sure that your understanding 
matches that of the tutor who will be marking your work.

Addressing the question
Addressing the question may sound very simple and 
obvious for many students. The common school of 
thought amongst students is that ‘obviously, I am 
addressing the question if I am answering it’.
	 Roger’s quote overleaf shows very clearly an important 
difference between students’ and tutors’ interpretations 
of what addressing the question means. Time and again, 
inexperienced undergraduates take this to mean that 
they should write down all they know about a topic, but 
tutors are very clear that this is a bad strategy and almost 
certainly means they are not addressing the question. 
The skill, and this is something that you will develop over 
the duration of your course, is to read around the topic 
and try to apply relevant parts of what you find directly 
to the question. A tip is to look at every single paragraph 
you write and ask yourself ‘Is this paragraph answering 
the question?’ If the answer is ‘yes’, leave it in, if ‘no’, 
get rid of it! 

Understanding and developing an argument
While all tutors agreed that addressing the question is the 
single most important thing a student must do in com-
pleting an essay assignment, there are differences in how 
much weight individual tutors give to the other criteria. 
Narinder, for example, puts demonstrating understand-
ing and developing an argument at the top of her list.

|  assessment criteria  |

Ken, senior tutor of 15 
years’ experience

“Some students don’t have a 
clue. Part of the problem is 
with people who have some 
understanding from A Level 
that’s often extremely 
pedantic and rigid. They’ll 
come here and, it’s sad really, 
because it works out well for 
them to begin with, and at 
the end of the first year people 
who’ve been trying to adapt 
to the Higher Education style 
can develop, but others don’t 
develop at all.”

Dave, senior tutor
“Students do get noticeably 
better as they progress through 
the course. At A Level they 
are slightly molly-coddled 
and don’t really think 
about criteria.”

Colin, tutor
“Students’ writing improves 
with experience. Generally you 
get better essays in the final 
year than in the first year. So, 
in some ways they must have 
picked up what we mean.”

learning and writing and, importantly, from making mis-
takes. Having read what students think about assessment 
criteria, let’s now look at what their tutors have to say.
	 Lena, a senior tutor in Psychology and a researcher in 
essay writing, made the following comment when asked 
why she thought first-year students did not understand 
what was meant by assessment criteria.
	 Ken’s point [on facing page] highlights the problem 
students have when they try to cling to ways of doing 
things that worked well for them in previous study, such 
as at A Level. As he says, students who adopt this strategy 
will find it only works for a short while. Successful 
university students are those who are prepared to give 
up old ways of writing in favour of developing new ones 
which are well adapted to the demands of the new 
educational context.

Progression
This is something that many tutors talked about when 
asked what they thought about students’ understanding 
of assessment criteria – how students’ writing improved 
with experience.
	 Francis makes the point overleaf that students do not 
always understand the importance of assessment criteria 
and so do not act on the feedback they are given.
	 Both Colin [ facing page] and Francis [overleaf ] are 
saying the same thing: students do not always under-
stand what their tutors mean when they give feedback in 
relation to assessment criteria. This is another indication 
that the earlier that you can understand the assessment 
criteria and show this understanding in your essay writ-
ing, the better you will do.

Lena, Psychology tutor
“At first-year level I think 
students are struggling with 
joining the ‘Psychology Club’, 
learning the terminology, the 
way psychologists think and 
speak and do things. I think 
that our students, particularly, 
are in a difficult position be-
cause they have to do com-
bined honours, so there’s a 
whole thing of using different 
voices, different styles, differ-
ent registers for the different 
subjects. If you give students 
feedback and say, ‘you need 
to develop your argument’ 
or ‘you need to structure your 
argument better’, then I don’t 
think they know what that 
means. I think that an essay 
title is such an artificial thing, 
it’s so dependent on the 
subject. Those words there 
[on the sheet] mean some-
thing quite simple to us 
because we live in that culture, 
but they don’t mean anything 
to students because they’re 
not in that culture.”
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is something that is quite difficult to do in the first 
year, but any attempt to do it will pay dividends and be 
a good preparation for the demands of second- and 
third-year study.
	 So far in this book, we have concentrated on a general 
discussion about assessment; in the following chapters 
(Four – Nine), we are going to take a very detailed look 
at each of the core assessment criteria.

Narinder, tutor, explains 
some differences in how 
tutors prioritise criteria

“Understanding and developing 
the argument are more impor-
tant for me personally because 
they are key to the student 
being able to go off and be 
an independent learner.”

Jonathon, senior tutor, 
explains how students 
can make the jump 
upwards in their grades

“What’s more important 
is evaluating and critically 
evaluating, because that 
would take someone from 
a lower grade to a top grade.”

|  assessment criteria  |

	 Helping students become independent learners is 
one of the fundamental goals of Higher Education, and 
although all tutors will value this goal, they will have 
differing ideas about which assessment criteria are most 
closely linked to achieving it. Some tutors, for 
example, will regard being able to critically evaluate as 
key to becoming an independent learner; whereas others, 
like Narinder [ facing page], think first of the ability to 
demonstrate one’s understanding and develop an 
argument. In truth, all of the criteria are relevant to 
becoming an independent learner, and studying at 
university is an opportunity for you to develop skills 
that will not only help you do well in your studies but 
also prepare you for the world of employment, therefore 
if you can demonstrate that you are an independent 
learner this will benefit your future career aspirations 
as well as help you do well in your studies.
	 However, although all of the assessment criteria are 
relevant to your success, it is worthwhile trying to dis-
cover which of the criteria the tutor marking your work 
regards as most important for the particular assignment 
you are working on, as this will allow you to produce an 
answer which takes into account the specific way your 
work will be assessed.

Achieving a higher grade
Students often ask how they can get a better grade.  
Many students find they keep getting the same grades 
throughout their second and third year and they wonder 
why it is they can’t make that jump to the higher bracket. 
	 What Jonathon is saying [ facing page] is that all the 
other assessment criteria should be followed, but, in his 
view, the one that is crucial to achieving higher grades is 
the criterion of critical evaluation. Meeting this criterion 

Francis, tutor, thinks 
students do not always 
understand the 
importance of criteria

“It takes a while. There’s a 
noticeable progression through 
the course and clearly some 
criteria are less well under-
stood because with essays 
you’re having to constantly 
make the same comments. 
And they still make the same 
omissions or errors even when 
they get feedback.”

Roger, tutor, explains 
the importance of 
addressing the question

“This is very important, I do 
insist on the question that I 
asked being answered. People 
are more likely to fail or do 
badly if they just write 
everything they know about 
a topic and don’t focus on 
the question.”
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Y	 Develop a good understanding of what assessment 
	 criteria are and what part they play in the essay 
	 grades you get.

Y	 Make sure you know where to find them for each 
	 of your modules.

Assessment
Criteria and the
Marking Process
Action Points
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Problems with interpreting the essay question
Interpretation of the essay title can be confusing at 
university level. How one person interprets a question 
may be completely different to that of another person. 
This can be quite a difficult problem for inexperienced 
students to overcome. Chris, a first-year student, 
comments on this below.
	 As he says, he struggles with this, and he is not the 
only one to feel this way. To help you avoid getting stuck 
like this, it can be helpful to ask yourself: ‘From what 
angle am I going to attack this question? What is my 
stance on the issues in the question?’ Once you have 
made your mind up, you can then think about answering 
the question. A useful tip is to use the introduction to 
state how you interpret the question and how you 
intend to address it in the essay. By doing this, the 
tutor knows you have not gone off at a tangent but have 
genuinely interpreted the question in a different way 
from how she or he might have understood it.

Breaking down the question
Breaking down the question into small manageable 
chunks could alleviate the problems with interpretation 
that many students face. A good piece of advice is to 
look at the question in sections.
	 Many essay questions are easy to break down as they 
are often designed to ask you more than one specific 
question. For example, they might ask you to evaluate a 
theory and then discuss its impact on the subject or topic 
area. If you were to break the question down, you would 
firstly evaluate the theory itself, offering positive and 
negative points about it, and then go on to address the 
part of the question that asks you to discuss the impact 
of the theory on the subject.

Paul, 3rd-year student, 
on what addressing the 
question means to him

“Not digressing from what 
I have been asked to write 
about. I used to waffle and 
wander off the point, but now 
I stick to the question. If you 
don’t do that properly you 
don’t get the marks. Your 
writing must be relevant and 
answer the question rather 
than talking about something 
for the sake of it.”

Jack, 3rd-year student
“You need to see beyond the 
question and really try to know 
what you’re talking about. It’s 
easy to get carried away with 
answering the question as you 
think and then not actually 
answering it.”

Chris, 1st-year student
“I don’t think it’s that simple. 
One person might read the 
question quite differently to 
another and what do you put 
a stronger emphasis on? I 
struggle with answering the 
question sometimes.”
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Introduction
Addressing the question is the main objective of an essay 
assignment, and how well you can do this has a direct 
relationship to the grade you will get for both coursework 
and examination essays. However, many first-year 
students do not understand sufficiently what the 
question is asking them to do, and they opt instead for 
writing generally about the topic area. This chapter takes 
a look at the views of many students about what address-
ing the question means to them. It also looks at the 
tutors’ views and what advice they offer to give you a 
better understanding of why it is crucial to understand 
what essay questions are actually asking you to do.

Stick to the question like a very sticky thing!
A common misconception among students, and first-
year students in particular, is to look at the question and 
take what it says at face value. The problem with this 
approach is that such answers merely ‘scratch the surface’ 
and often discuss generally, rather than in any detail, the 
specific areas mentioned in the question. 
	 All of these examples from the students identify the 
need for you to stick to what the question is asking and 
not to digress from that. A good point to remember is 
that ‘waffle will not get you marks’.
	 The issue of just scratching the surface in essays is 
a real concern of many university tutors. To get higher 
marks in an essay, therefore, you have to look at the 
question and really think about what it is asking you 
to do. Paul, a third-year student, comments on what he 
used to do and how he has now realised that such a 
strategy would not get very good marks.

Chapter Four
Addressing
(Answering)
the Question

4
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Tutors’ views on addressing the question
The views that students hold about addressing the 
question do not always match up with what happens 
when they actually write their essays. Speaking to tutors 
has revealed many different areas where they feel their 
students could improve. They also have some useful 
advice on how to actually address the question. 
	 Martin makes a crucial distinction which so often trips 
up students. This is that answering the question does not 
mean writing everything you know about a topic; instead, 
it means being selective and using what you do know to 
respond to what the essay question is asking you to do.
	 Tutors also reported that the issue of ‘going off on a 
tangent’ is a major problem with many students. This 
point is really important; if you go off on a tangent in 
your essay, you will be throwing away good marks. 
	 Yasmin’s advice overleaf ties in with the research that 
we carried out on ‘Rules of the Game’, where there was 
a common misconception by students that using long 
words and technical jargon would impress their tutors. 
The short answer is, it doesn’t! Our advice is to keep your 
answers simple and to the point and do not try to ‘jazz 
up’ what you are trying to say by using irrelevant material. 
[ Tutors’ comments continued overleaf Y ]

Martin, senior tutor, 
on how addressing the 
question affects grading

“This is very important; I do 
insist on the question that I 
asked being answered. People 
are more likely to fail or do 
badly if they just write every-
thing they know about a 
topic and don’t focus on the 
question. It’s just that to me 
a 2 :1 answers the question, 
but a 2 :2 talks about the topic 
without necessarily answering 
the question.”

Jamie, tutor, has this 
to say on addressing 
the question

“They look at the question and 
start off with an introduction 
and say this is what I’m going 
to answer, but then they 
wander off and talk about 
something entirely different. 
And then sometimes they 
say, ‘in conclusion…’ and they 
look at the question again 

– but quite often they don’t 
even do that. Sometimes they 
conclude something that isn’t 
actually within the question 
that you asked them.”

|  answering the question  |

Referring back to the question
The advice offered about interpreting and breaking down 
the question will help you gain good marks; however, you 
also have to remember that at all times you must refer 
what you are writing about back to the question. This will 
stop you simply writing all you know about a particular 
topic, which as mentioned earlier does not constitute 
addressing the question. The skill is to find relevant 
information and then use it to answer the question. 
	 Janet’s comments are useful. There is always a strong 
temptation to use all your research and reading, even 
when it is not completely relevant, in the hope that it 
will impress your tutor and get you a high mark. It won’t! 
The sad fact is that you have to be ruthless and prune 
out all irrelevant material, no matter how hard you have 
worked on finding it.

Paul’s ideas 
make very good sense

“Sometimes you may actually 
be answering the question in 
a completely different way to 
what is required. The best way 
is to break the question down 
into parts and try to think, 
‘What do they want me to say 
here? Which angle do I attack 
this question from?’ And then 
set about strictly sticking to 
that plan and not wavering 
away from it.

Janet shares
her experiences

“Essay titles are usually split 
into one or two sentences. 
Look at each section of the 
question and focus on what 
they actually want from you, 
always referring back to the 
question, rather than going 
off at a tangent or writing 
about what you have found in 
literature reviews or old books 
that are not necessarily linked 
to the question.”
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Chapter Ten
Writing 
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Introduction
Much of what we have written about in this book applies 
equally well to essays that you write in examinations, 
but what you need to remember here is that although 
the assessment criteria are the same, tutors will interpret 
them more leniently when marking exam answers. 
Here we focus on just two of the criteria: addressing 
the question (the most important thing you can do in 
an exam) and structuring your answer (the best way of 
making sure you have addressed the question). 

Difficulties in exams
Many students do not like exams due to the pressures 
and time constraints put upon them. Carol, a second-year 
student, comments on this on the facing page.
	 Our advice is not to panic. In an exam situation when 
tensions are running high, it’s easy to feel pressured into 
writing straight away, particularly if everyone around you 
is doing just that. This is probably the worst thing you 
can do. Take a few moments to breathe deeply, try to relax 
and really read the question paper thoroughly. Make sure 
you know how many questions you have to answer and 
that you attempt them all. You will not get higher marks 
for doing two splendid essays and not attempting the 
third one because you have run out of time or because 
you don’t know much about the topic. Here’s an illustra-
tion of the consequences of not answering all three ques-
tions that are equally weighted in a three-question paper.
	 Another important reason for taking some time at 
the start of an exam is to give yourself the opportunity 
to think hard about what each question is asking you to 
do. If you start writing straight away, the chances are you 
will fall into the old trap mentioned earlier in this book 
of writing everything you can remember about a subject. 

The case of Jane
Jane looks at her exam paper 
and realises she can answer 
two questions, but that all 
the others are really hard 
and she only knows a little 
about each of them. 

Jane decides the best thing 
to do is to spend most of her 
time on the question she 
knows best and the rest of 
her time on a second essay, 
in the hopes that her good 
marks will pull her through.
She doesn’t even attempt 
the third question.

Jane’s results
Question One – 70% 
(excellent A-grade essay)
Question Two – 40% 
(misinterpreted the question
slightly and didn’t leave 
herself enough time)
Question Three – 0% 
(wasn’t attempted)

The overall mark is the 
mean of three marks, so 
Jane gets 36% and fails in 
spite of her A-grade essay.

The case of Toby
Toby looks at his exam paper 
and realises he can answer 
two questions, but that all 
the others are really hard 
and he only knows a little 
about each of them. 

Toby knows the importance 
of making an attempt at 
three questions so decides 
to be very strict on portion-
ing out time equally to all 
three questions, giving 
himself the best chance of 
getting at least some marks 
for his weakest one.

Toby’s results
Question One – 55% 
(a solid average answer)
Question Two – 50% 
(as above, but a bit weaker)
Question Three – 25% 
(he really struggled with this 
one, but managed to scrape 
together some marks)

The overall mark is the 
mean of three marks, so 
Toby gets 43% and passes 
in spite of his failed essay.

Carol, 2nd-year student, 
on the pressures of 
time constraints

“Exams are a completely 
different story. I always worry 
that I won’t have enough time 
to plan my answer and then 
I panic and probably don’t 
address the question. The 
thing is that you are under 
pressure to write the answers 
in a short space of time and 
therefore you have to be quick 
and I always struggle to plan 
well for them.”
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Writing everything you can remember about a subject 
will not get you better marks even in an exam situation. 
Remember to address the question at all times and not 
to waffle about the subject.

Addressing the question
As we’ve mentioned, addressing the question is even 
more important in an exam situation where time is at an 
absolute premium and where nerves can make even the 
best-prepared student feel compelled just to write down 
everything he or she knows. Mark is a tutor who recalls 
how not addressing the question had very unfortunate 
consequences in one of the exam scripts he was marking.

Structuring the answer
Essays that you write in examinations are no different 
to coursework essays when it comes to structuring an 
answer. In fact, due to time constraints, it would be 
far easier and more beneficial for you to plan the essay 
structure a few minutes before you attempt to write the 
answer than if you were to leave this initial step out. 
Natalie, a third-year student, offers this advice.
	 The problem with exams is that many students do 
panic and if they haven’t planned what they are going 
to write, they can easily become repetitive and ultimately 
confused about what they have and have not written 
about. Many students find it helpful to take a few 
moments to jot down a small plan before writing their 
answer, as Ruth does.

Tutor’s views on writing exam essays
One useful tip from a senior lecturer in Psychology 
with a particular interest in assessment was to make 
sure that you always end your exam answer by directly 
referring back to the question, even if you run out of 
time. Make your main points in note form and then 
write your concluding paragraph in full in which you 
specifically say how you are answering the question. 

Make sure you know what the weighting is
This was mentioned earlier in terms of making sure you 
divide your time and effort equally if the questions carry 
equal weight, but quite often they don’t, so it is important 
to know what the weighting is and to act accordingly. 
Tariq, a postgraduate student, shares his past experience 
of not taking into account the weighting of each question 
in an exam.
	 Finally, it is important to know that tutors appreciate 
the problems of doing exams and therefore their 
expectations are not as high for examination answers 
as they are for coursework essays. The key to being 
successful at exams is to take control by realising how 
the assessment weighting for each paper works and 
keeping a cool head in the exam room.

Mark, tutor, on one 
student’s flawed strategy

“Addressing the question is 
important. One student wrote 
a really good essay in the exam 
but she didn’t answer the 
question and her introduction 
she said she was ignoring it! 
She really shot herself in the 
foot because a lot of her cover-
age was relevant to it. In the 
end we gave her a C because 
there was enough within the 
content of the essay and style 
for that grade, but really she 
could have got an A.”

Natalie offers this advice
“Have little sub-headings in 
your head so you put the right 
things in the right places. 
It’s all about planning, which 
is particularly important in 
exams when you haven’t got a 
lot of time. You think ‘what do 
I want to write?’, and I find it 
best to plan what I’m going to 
put in each section first.”

Ruth plans ahead
“Writing a very brief plan of 
what you’re going to write 
before you actually start on 
the essay proper.”
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A senior lecturer’s tip
“Remember, exam markers 
have scores of answers to mark 
and the last thing they read 
in your essay is the concluding 
paragraph – so make it a very 
strong one. Don’t, whatever 
you do, just tail off or come to 
a sudden stop.”

Tariq, postgrad student, 
on not taking weighting 
into account

“I’ve done that recently in an 
exam. Especially when you 
have two hours and you might 
have a question that is worth 
10% and others worth 5% and 
you’re flying through them 
and you may spend 15-20 
minutes answering a question 
that is only worth 10% … later 
on there’s a question worth 
50%, and I have cut myself off 
for time and I have got maybe 
five or ten minutes to answer 
it. With exams in particular 
you have to structure your 
answers and look through the 
paper and see what’s what. 
If you have a question worth 
5% don’t spend ages answer-
ing it, because that will mess 
your overall grade up. ”
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Writing
Exam Essays
Action Points

Y	 There are many excellent sources of advice on how to do 
	 well in exams, and some are listed on pages 124 – 125.

Y	 One of the best ways of preparing for exams is to 
	 practise writing exam answers. It takes a lot of discipline 
	 but will pay dividends, as exam writing is a skill that 
	 really does get better with practice. The trouble with 
	 the university system, though, is that typically you don’t 
	 get enough practice if you have exams only once a year.

Y	 Form an exam-writing group with one or two fellow 
	 students and set yourselves an hour to write an essay 
	 from an old exam paper. Then share what you’ve written 
	 and mark each other’s work. If you do this a couple of 
	 times, you will be amazed at how much better you get.

!
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Appendix
Students With
Special Needs

+

Introduction
So far in this book we have looked at how students 
perceive and understand assessment criteria. We have 
also taken into consideration tutors’ opinions and have 
offered advice about how to use the assessment criteria 
wisely to produce your essays. For students with special 
needs, some of this advice might be difficult to follow, 
depending on the nature of their particular circumstances.
In this appendix we report on our interviews with student 
disability advisors. What emerged from these conversa-
tions was that some students have a learning disability 
but are not aware of it or what steps they could take to 
overcome it. This chapter will look at each of the criteria 
in turn and will show how students who do have special 
learning needs can overcome some of the problems they 
might face.

Addressing the question
For students with dyslexia, there can be particular 
problems with understanding the meaning of questions 
for assignments. The recommendation from disability 
advisors such as Anne is that they contact their  
university’s Learning Support Centre or equivalent.
	 Nearly all universities will have some sort of learning 
support unit where students can go to get help with their 
essay writing. Often this means making an appointment. 
What will typically happen is that the advisor will sit 
down with you and show you how you can break down 
an essay title, so that you can work out exactly what the 
tutor wants you to achieve in that assignment.
	 Another disability advisor, Carmel, reported that she 
has spoken to a number of students about this assess-
ment criterion of addressing the question.

If you have this learning disability, you are not alone. 
Carmel also gives an example of a student who came 
to speak to her and who she thought might be having a 
problem without knowing it.
	 Carmel said this is a classic example of a student not 
being aware of her or his own specific learning difficulty. 
Luckily for this student, she was able to spot the problem 
and help him. This does not, of course, mean that if you 
occasionally find it difficult to understand what an essay 
title means, you have a specific learning difficulty. Most 
of us have to wrestle with difficult assignments from 
time to time! If, however, you always find it practically 
impossible to understand each assignment that is given 
to you, and if this has been a regular pattern throughout 
your education, you might find it helpful to have a chat 
with your university disability advisor who has a lot of 
experience and will be able to help you. 
	 If you think that you have a learning disability such 
as dyslexia, then there is considerable support available,
as Anne says. Local authority funds can also really help 
students with specific disabilities in developing the 
skills needed to meet the assessment criteria related to 
written assignments.

Carmel, disability advisor
“Lots of students have reported 
difficulties with addressing 
the question, particularly 
those with specific learning 
difficulties such as dyslexia(1) 
and dyspraxia(2)”

“One student said that the way 
the questions were worded 
was deliberately difficult and 
that the tutors had gone 
out of their way to make it 
difficult for him to understand. 
I reassured him that this 
wasn’t the case, but that was 
his perception of it.”
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(1) ‘Dyslexia causes difficulties in learning to read, write and spell. Short-
term memory, mathematics, concentration, personal organisation and 
sequencing may also be affected. … Dyslexia can occur at any level of 
intellectual ability. It is not the result of poor motivation, emotional 
disturbance, sensory impairment or lack of opportunities, but it may occur 
alongside any of these. The effects of dyslexia can be largely overcome 
by skilled specialist teaching and the use of compensatory strategies.’ 
The Dyslexia Institute (2002) http://www.dyslexia-inst.org.uk/faqs.htm 
[accessed 14.08.2006].
(2) ‘Dyspraxia is generally recognized to be an impairment or immaturity 
of the organization of movement. Associated with this may be problems 
of language, perception and thought.’ The Dyspraxia Foundation (2006) 
http://www.dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk/services/dys_dyspraxia.php
[accessed 14.08.2006].
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Structuring the answer
This is a big issue for many students, and not just 
those with disabilities, as we have discussed in previous 
chapters. However, for students who have dyslexia or 
learning difficulties around grammar and planning, this 
criterion is even more challenging. Hawa, a disability 
advisor, comments.
	 You might also be wondering how you will cope 
with structuring your answer in exams. The use of 
computers in exams can be a real boon for students 
with writing difficulties, as it allows them to correct their 
mistakes by cutting and pasting and then looking at what 
they have written on the computer screen. This really 
helps with the structuring of an essay. Jane, a disability 
advisor, comments.

Developing understanding
This area is a much more complicated one. There are all 
sorts of reasons why someone might have problems with 
developing understanding and it could be argued that 
this area is not specific to students with special needs. 
However, certain disabilities might affect how a student 
actually accesses information in the first place as Jane 
also comments on.
	 The issue for many students with disabilities is: 
‘How can I get around the problem and develop my 
understanding?’. Most tutors are ‘disability aware’ and 
are pro-active in finding alternative ways of disseminat-
ing information. If you have a disability and your tutors 
are not aware of it, the best thing to do is to tell them that 
you struggle to understand their lectures or the informa-
tion they are giving you, and then they can ask you about 
what is the best way to help you. It is important to be 
persistent about this, as sometimes tutors do not always 

understand the exact nature of your difficulty or 
your needs – ask your disability advisor for support if 
necessary. You’re not being awkward; it’s your right to 
seek this help. Hawa offers this advice.
	 As we mentioned earlier, there are funds available 
from your local authority if you have difficulties in 
accessing material that will aid your understanding. 
Jane explains this in relation to a specific disability.
[ Continued overleaf Y ]

Hawa, disability advisor
“If a student has quite a severe 
difficulty in that area, whether 
or not they have been diag-
nosed with dyslexia, we can 
recommend that they see 
study support tutors and they 
can sit down with them and 
receive one-to-one support.”

Jane, disability advisor
“We do allow for a variety of 
different ways of students 
tackling the question so that 
they don’t have to just sit 
there and write with pen and 
paper. Some students find it 
easier to work at a computer, 
and if they go for that option 
then they have the facility for 
cutting and pasting.”

|  special needs  |

Jane comments
“Well, anything could be a 
barrier right from being able 
to get into the library if you 
are a wheelchair user. Some-
one with a visual impairment 
might have difficulties access-
ing information. If a tutor’s 
using a lot of slides, someone 
else may find that a good way 
of accessing information.”

Hawa offers advice
“I think the only way to go is 
to provide the information in 
a variety of different formats 
and media, so the learner can 
use the one that best suits 
them. That could potentially 
be a burden on staff, but if you 
have got systems like a Virtual 
Learning Environment in place, 
like we have, then a lot of 
staff have got into a routine of 
putting stuff onto the system, 
which is wonderful for  
disabled students.”

Jane explains how local 
authority funds may help

“Someone with a visual 
impairment might need some 
very specialist technology 
and human support as well, 
which you couldn’t expect the 
individual tutor to provide.”
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Developing argument
So far we have looked at specific learning disabilities 
such as dyslexia, but Hawa, a disability advisor, pointed 
out that some other groups of students are at a disadvan-
tage when thinking about how to develop an argument in 
their writing. 
	 Developing argument is a very difficult area within 
Higher Education and, as we have discussed in previous 
chapters, many people struggle with it. Hawa also com-
ments on what she advises students to do.
	 Getting help with developing arguments in your 
essays is a very good idea, particularly if you have a 
special learning need or if you fall into that category 
of students who, while not having a learning disability, 
come from an educational background which makes it 
particularly hard to adjust to the demands of university 
education. If you make an attempt at writing your essay 
first and then take it to your university’s learning 
support centre, staff should be able to have a look at 
it with you and make suggestions about ways you could 
improve it.

Use of evidence
We have looked at the associated problems that students 
with disabilities have with accessing or finding infor-
mation to use in their essays. Jane, a disability advisor, 
recommends e-books to some students.
	 E-books are electronic versions of books that can be 
read on a computer and are usually viewed online or 
downloaded from the internet. Text can also be searched 
automatically, and cross-referenced using hyperlinks. 
They can also be a real help to disabled students who 
have problems getting to the library. Jane comments on 
other groups of students who could benefit from e-books.

However, there is a word of caution to offer here. The 
potential difficulty with e-books is that you can cut and 
paste and there is a great temptation to do that. If you do 
this, there is a danger that you may fall foul of commit-
ting plagiarism and thus fail your essay. The skill is to 
use the information you read wisely, but if you are having 
problems with re-writing what you read into your own 
words, seek some help from your disability advisor or 
learning support centre.

Evaluation
This criterion is the one that is probably the most 
difficult of all, so for students with special needs, all the 
advice earlier in this chapter applies. It is about seeking 
all the help you can get and being pro-active in getting 
others, perhaps your fellow students, to help you develop 
a more critical approach.

Hawa, disability advisor,
on developing argument

“I suspect that quite a lot of 
the students that come to us 
have difficulty with this not 
because of a disability but 
because of their previous 
educational experiences. 
We get quite a lot of mature 
students, whose education has 
not been of a standard format, 
like A levels etc, and it can be 
quite difficult for those students
to learn what is expected of 
them in Higher Education.”

“I think that all students 
probably need support with 
that. Our learning support 
centre is doing a fantastic 
job with helping students. 
We refer many students there.”

Jane on e-books’ uses
“They are very useful for a 
variety of disabled students. 
Dyslexic students can access 
information and because it is 
electronic, they can get their 
software to read it aloud 
to them.”

Jane on those who may
benefit from e-books

“Students with visual 
impairments might be able to 
enlarge the text on the screen 
with e-books. Students with 
mental health difficulties find 
them useful, as some of them 
might not be able to get into 
the library, for example, 
if they are very nervous in 
crowded environments.”
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Students With
Special Needs
Action Points

Y	 If you have a disability or special need, make sure 
	 you contact your university’s disability support centre. 
	 Remember, this is not asking for favours; this is your 
	 right, and every university has an obligation to ensure 
	 you are not disadvantaged by your disability.

Y	 If you think you are struggling with written assignments 
	 much more than your fellow students, and you are 
	 feeling unsure about whether or not you might have a 
	 special learning need, make an appointment to discuss 
	 your difficulties with a disability advisor. This person 
	 is there to help and can give you expert advice. It might 
	 be simply a study skills problem, or it might be some-
	 thing that does warrant additional support.

Y	 Be pro-active and take charge of your learning needs.

!
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Quiz Answers

?

Quiz One: Your assessment awareness
(Chapter One, page 19)

1 |  The marks you get for an essay range from 0 – 100
 — false.  Although there are differences between 
subjects in the range of marks used, most subjects 
use a limited range from 35% to 85%. 
Advice :  The higher up the marking scale you go, 
the harder it is to get those extra marks. This is worth 
remembering when you have several essays to do at 
once or when you are in an examination situation. As 
the maths will tell you, it’s better to work towards doing 
three good essays (60% each) than one outstanding essay 
(85%), the latter of which is extremely difficult to achieve 
and takes up all your time and effort, leaving you to hurry 
and produce two rather poor essays (40% and 45%). 
The first strategy gives you an overall average mark of 
60%, the second an overall average of 57%.

2 |  A pass mark is always 50%  — false.
A pass mark in most subjects is 40%, sometimes 38%.
Advice :  Knowing this might give you some reassurance 
if you are feeling overwhelmed by those first university
assignments. Getting 40% is achievable if you are 
prepared to do some work, even if you are finding the 
subject difficult.

3 |  If you fail an assignment in your first year, this will 
affect your final degree — false (in most but not all 
universities).  Provided you gain 40% overall you will be 
allowed to progress into your second year, but the marks 
you achieve in this first year will not count towards your 
eventual degree classification.
Advice :  Universities recognise that it takes a while for 

students to learn how to study and perform effectively; 
therefore, all you have to do is pass your first year overall. 
The marks you gain will have no effect on your degree 
classification. This means you can use your first year to 
experiment a little with what works for you and gets you 
higher marks and what does not work so well. This in 
effect is what Lorraine was doing, although she was 
‘gambling’ to a certain extent as she gained her insights 
only in the second year. You may hear from other 
students that there’s no point in working hard in your 
first year as it doesn’t count. This is an understandable 
reaction, but it can mean that in the second year such 
students have a real struggle to meet the much harder 
requirements. Use your first year wisely to learn how to 
write good essays.

4 |  Tutors vary in what they expect of you in written 
essays  — true.  In an interview study we carried out 
with 22 Psychology tutors at two universities (Norton et 
al., 2004), we found that while all of them used similar 
assessment criteria, each individual had her or his own 
‘preferences’ for what makes a good essay. 
Advice :  This is a hard fact to come to grips with and 
one that may seem immensely frustrating when you’re 
wrestling with what is required, but it’s all part and parcel 
of becoming a skilled writer and developing an aware-
ness of your audience (ie, the person who will be reading 
and marking your work). Ultimately, this is an essential 
part of the writing process, as it will help you become 
progressively more skilful in assessing and evaluating 
the worth of your own work.

*5 |  It’s important to write in as elaborate a style as 
you can   — false.  This is a commonly held belief among 
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students (something we have called a ‘rule of the game’; 
see below), but writing in an over-elaborate style can be 
an attempt to mask the fact that you don’t really under-
stand what it is you are writing about, which leads to 
taking refuge in rather stilted and pompous phrases.
Advice :  It is essential when writing essays to communi-
cate effectively. If your tutor can’t understand what you 
are trying to say, she or he can’t give you credit for it. This 
is why over-elaboration is the enemy of effective writing.

*6 |  Handing in an essay before it’s due will impress 
your tutor, who will give you a higher mark  — false.
This is another ‘rule of the game’.
Advice :  Handing work in early might be advantageous 
to you especially if you have several assignments due at 
about the same time, but it will not automatically earn 
you higher marks. 

*7 |  Exceeding the word limit and using big words or 
technical jargon will get you higher marks  — false.
This particular ‘rule of the game’ may sometimes lose 
you marks.
Advice :  This is another example of a strategy students 
sometimes use when they don’t really understand what 
they are writing about. The danger is that by using big 
words and/or technical jargon, they may be sticking too 
closely to someone else’s words, which is regarded as 
plagiarism. The only way to be certain that you are not 
doing this is to put things into your own words. That 
way you will be sure that you are not plagiarising, and 
furthermore it will clearly demonstrate your understand-
ing of the essay topic.

8 |  Students in their first year do not generally under-

stand what assessment criteria are  — true.  Much of 
what you read in Chapter Two will show you how many 
of the students we interviewed did not really understand 
what assessment criteria were and how little they were 
aware of how important the criteria were in determining 
how well they would do in their essays.
Advice :  To give you a head start, we have designed this 
book, which we hope will help you not just in your first 
year, but also throughout your entire time at university.

9 |  Tutors sometimes give new students higher marks 
than their work deserves, to encourage them  — true. 
Some, but not all tutors will do this.
Advice :  It might reassure you to know that many of your 
tutors realise what a difficult task writing an academic 
essay at degree level is, and it can be a reminder to you 
that the first year is a time for trial and experimentation. 
Equally importantly, standards are raised from the first 
year to the second year, so you also have to raise the 
stakes. Lorraine realised this in her diary.

10 |  Tutors reward ability more than effort  — false. 
In a study by Norton et al. (1999) which asked third-year 
Psychology students what they thought would be most 
rewarded, students thought that ability would be 
rewarded more than effort. However, we found that 
tutors rewarded effort and ability almost equally.
Advice :  This is an encouraging piece of research as it 
shows that putting in effort when writing your essays 
pays off as much as being ‘clever’ or grasping difficult 
concepts easily.

11 |  Most students think essays are the fairest form of 
assessment  — true.  In a research study looking at what 
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students thought were fair ways of assessing (Brunas-
Wagstaff & Norton, 1998), essays were seen as the fairest 
and peer-assessed student presentations as the least fair 
type of assessment (even more unfair than exams).
Advice :  This too is an encouraging piece of information, 
for it means that however hard the struggle might be 
to learn how to write effectively, it will pay off, as essay 
assignments are acknowledged as a fair way of assessing 
your abilities and understanding.

12 |  A really good student can complete a top-class essay 
in one sitting  — false.  This is one of the myths of the 
‘super student’. In reality, all essays require a number of 
drafts, and never more so than an essay which gets a first 
class mark (70% and above).
Advice :  It pays well to allow yourself enough time to 
write several drafts of an essay (although bear in mind 
the advice above about not spending too much time and 
energy on any one assignment at the expense of others). 
Ideally, if you can give yourself enough time to put the 
finished essay to one side for a day or two and then look 
at it with a fresh eye, you will be able to be much more 
objective and critical than if you were simply to read it 
through immediately after finishing it. 

* All starred items have been taken from a questionnaire that 
was used in a research study called ‘Rules of the Game’ 
(Norton et al., 1996 a, b). This phrase was used to define any 
tactic that students used in order to impress their tutor and 
hopefully persuade her or him to give the essay a higher mark 
than it really deserved. Rules of the Game are not messages 
from the tutor; they are beliefs that students have generated 
themselves and are widely believed (by students) to be true. 
Our research found these were prevalent among a variety of 

students. However, tutors did not actually reward students by 
giving them higher marks for using these tactics. So, devoting 
time and energy to superficial things that you think might 
impress your tutor is not a good idea. If you want to read 
more about this actual research or any of the other research 
we have done on assessment, see the References on page 122.

Quiz One: Your assessment awareness 
Score Interpretation

Score of 9 – 12 :  Assessment Orientated
Well done! You are likely to be a student who knows a 
lot about how assessment systems work, and you will be 
keen to find out more. This book points you in directions 
that will help you develop your academic writing.

Score of 5 – 8 :  Assessment Aware
You fall in the middle category, where you look out for 
clues about assessment but tend not to seek information 
about how to write better assignments or take much 
notice of feedback. You could learn a lot from this book, 
but you need to apply it to your own work.

Score of 0 – 4 :  Assessment Unaware
A low score on this quiz might indicate that you have 
never really thought much about assessment before, and 
that you tend to see it as something done to you which 
you can’t influence in any way. You write your essay, get 
your mark and don’t think too much about how you can 
do better next time. Hopefully, this book will show you 
how much you can do to become a better essay writer 
and get higher marks.

(Note: This is a light-hearted quiz, not a psychological test!)
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Quiz Two: Ranking assessment criteria
(Chapter One, page 21)

In the left-hand column of the table of answers below 
are the rankings of the six tutors who took part in the 
original study. In the right-hand column are those criteria 
we describe as ‘core’, by which we mean assessment 
criteria that appear frequently and are common across 
disciplines and institutions. Although different tutors 
may use slightly different terminology, and each criterion 
will be interpreted within the context of a specific 
discipline, the criteria will be recognised by all as 
referring to fundamental aspects of a good student essay 
(Elander, et al., 2004).

Rank	 Assessment criteria	 Core criterion?

2		  Understanding	 3

8		  Wide reading

9		  English / Spelling

4	 	 Relevant information	 3

1		  Answers the question	 3

6 =	 Evaluation	 3

6 =	 Presentation / Style	 3

3		  Argument	 3

5		  Structure / Organisation	 3
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Quiz Two: Ranking assessment criteria
Score Interpretation

1 |  Answers the question 
This was the most important assessment criterion 
according to the tutors, and, not surprisingly, it is also 
recognised as a core criterion. Here you can see that the 
single most important thing you can do in an essay is 
to answer the question. It sounds simple and straight-
forward, doesn’t it? But you would be amazed at how 
easy it is to lose sight of the question when you are doing 
an extended piece of writing. To find out more about 
answering the question (sometimes this is known as 
addressing the question, but the meaning is the same), 
go to Chapter Four.

2 |  Understanding
Think for a minute or two why this is considered to be 
so important in your essays. Your tutors do not want you 
to regurgitate information given in lectures or obtained 
from your reading, as that would be a surface and sterile 
exercise. Instead, they want you to show in your work 
that you understand the concepts you are writing about, 
and that is why this too is considered a core criterion. 
Chapter Six tells you more.

3 |  Argument
This has a particular meaning in Higher Education and 
is highly valued in academic essays. Nearly all essay titles 
require some sort of logical developed response, and 
this is what is meant by developing an argument. This 
core criterion is the third most important assessment 
criterion because it is about presenting a well-defended 
position, something many regard as the hallmark of an 
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academic essay. Presenting an argument means looking 
at the evidence on both sides of an issue and building a 
case that is reasoned and balanced and which leads 
logically to your conclusion. Go to Chapter Seven if 
you want further information about how to develop an 
academic argument.

4 |  Relevant information
This criterion is more usually known as ‘use of evidence’ 
and is quite crucial in all essays in the sciences and social 
sciences; hence it is another of the ‘core’ criteria. 
Basically it means supporting your arguments with 
reference to other sources. What counts as appropriate 
evidence varies to some degree between subjects, but 
generally students writing essays in subjects with a 
tradition of empirical research should concentrate on 
empirical research findings reported in journals and on 
conceptual and theoretical books and papers. See Chapter 
Eight for more information about the use of evidence.

5 |  Structure / Organisation
This was rated as the fifth most important assessment 
criterion in our study, and it also featured as a core 
criterion. It is very closely related to answering the 
question and developing an argument. This is because 
how you structure your essay determines how well these 
other criteria are demonstrated. A good structure means 
more than an introduction, main body and conclusion. 
It needs to have ‘sign-posting’ between paragraphs so 
that your reader knows what point you are making and 
when you are moving from one point in your argument 
to another. The structure of your essay should support 
your considered conclusion. For further advice, see 
Chapter Five.

6 = |  Evaluation
This criterion was originally ranked as sixth, equal with 
the criterion of Presentation/Style, which we will look 
at below. Evaluation is sometimes referred to as ‘critical 
evaluation’ and is the criterion that tends to separate the 
‘excellent’ from the ‘good’ or the ‘competent’ essay. It 
involves judging the quality and value of what you are 
reading and incorporating in your essays, and it can 
present quite a difficult challenge, particularly early in 
your studies. Chapter Nine gives further information.

6 = |  Presentation / Style
This is the other criterion ranked sixth, and it is an 
interesting one. We have called it core as nearly all tutors 
mention it as a crucial aspect of writing good essays. 
You might therefore be surprised to see that it is not 
featured in this guide. The reason for this is quite simple. 
Developing an effective written style is considered such 
an important part of Higher Education generally that 
most universities offer specialised advice and support, 
and there are already a number of excellent books and 
websites dedicated to this; see Further Resources. 

8 |  Wide reading
You might be surprised to see this assessment criterion 
so low in the tutors’ ranking and that it is not described 
as a core criterion. The reason for this is that wide read-
ing is seen as an essential part of the core criteria of 
using evidence, developing an argument and developing 
your understanding, so it underpins all of these rather 
than stands alone. See Chapters Six, Seven and Eight.

|  quiz answers  |
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9 |  English / Spelling
This last criterion is another example of something that 
is already a core criterion, namely, Presentation / Style, 
as both of these are part of the art of writing well. 
See Further Resources. 

|  quiz answers  |

Quiz Three: Spot the referencing mistakes 
(Chapter Eight, page 84)

Errors in the text
Hornby – no date presented.
Gibbs – no first name; surname and date only.
Scouller – no details of source required in the text; 
surname and date only.

Errors in the list of references 
Biggs – the wrong reference has been presented; 
it should be:

Biggs, J. (2002). Aligning the curriculum to promote 
good learning. Paper presented at the Constructive 
Alignment in Action: Imaginative Curriculum  
Symposium, LTSN Generic Centre, November 2002. 
Available online at: www.ltsn.ac.uk.

Gibbs – the reference is not presented despite being cited 
in the text. This is the major error.

Gibbs, G. (1999). Using assessment strategically to 
change the way students learn. In S. Brown & A. Glasner 
(Eds.), Assessment Matters in Higher Education. 
Buckingham: SRHE & Open University Press. pp 41-53.

Scouller – the full details of the source should be 
presented here, not in the text:

Scouller, K.M. (1998). The influence of assessment 
method on students’ learning approaches: multiple 
choice question examination versus assignment essay. 
Higher Education, 35, 453-472.
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