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Background 

• Report writing was removed from the externally 
assessed portion of the Higher English syllabus in 
2001  
 

• Current students have difficulties with all aspects 
of the scientific writing method at University – 
finding information, synthesis, structuring 
 

• This results in superficial essays, based on web 
searches and non-peer reviewed information 
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Expectations/ 
Assumptions 

Staff 

• Assume students will know 
how to approach an 
academic essay 

• Assume academic skills 
are/should be taught 
centrally 

• Expect students to know 
how to use the library  

 

 

 

Students 
• Expect a learning 

environment like school 

• Expect all information (both 
skills and learning material) 
they’ll need will be 
provided to them 

• Many of the students are 
high achievers, want “the 
answer” – lacking 
confidence in information 
they find themselves 

 



Centrally taught courses? 

84% of students felt central support should be 
provided.  

 

If it was provided: 

42% suggested they would attend voluntarily  

34% would only go if the courses were compulsory 

20% felt their skills were good enough already 

4% were not bothered improving these skills  

 

 



Centrally taught courses? 

The College courses were 
advertised to students in their 
first lab, by email and on the 
Moodle page!! 

 
By the end of the course only 24% 

of students seemed to be 
aware that these seminars 
actually even existed, with 
nobody actually having 
attended them.  

 
Voluntary courses are not the 

answer…. 



What do I do? 

• Use a combination of:  

 

1. Taught lab  

2. Moodle tutorial webpages 

3. Advancing academic writing website 

4. Progressively more challenging assignments 
with detailed feedback 

 





1. Taught lab 

• First lab of session covers 
writing skills, research and 
assessment 

 

• Introduce library website and 
resources 

• Introduce Moodle tutorials 

• What is expected in an 
academic essay? 

• How to use scientific journals 



Accessing Journals/Databases 
http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/library/howtofindinformation/howdoi/ 



Journal article: 

Author(s), Year, Paper title, Journal Name, Volume, 
Page range of paper. 



Figures 

• Figures are fundamental to 
writing in Earth Science: Field 
photos, photomicrographs, 
maps 

 

• Ensure they are: 
? Relevant 

 Referenced 

 Have a caption and are referred to in 
the text 

 Are big enough and of high enough 
resolution 

 Annotated 
Figure 1: Robbie the rabbit (Clipart, 2011). 
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1. Taught lab 
 
• Short assignment (1 page) given 

immediately, for submission 
after 3 weeks of classes 
 

• Subject matter prepares for field 
trip – runs 1 week after 
submission 

 
• Give some articles and required 

to find 3 more and include a 
figure 
 



2&3. Resources 

• Moodle based study skills tutorials 
• Research skills  
• Advanced websearching  
• Referencing the sources you use  
• Connecting to the library's resources off campus  

• Advancing academic writing skills website 
• Writing style  
• Technical aspects of writing 
 

 



 



 



 



4a. Assessment structure 

1X 
Short essay – 5% 
Main essay – 15%  

Content worth 33%  
Figures/tables /style/bibliography 

worth 66% 

 
1Y 
Main essay – 20% 

Content worth 50% 
Figures/tables /style/bibliography 

worth 50% 

 



4b. Feedback 

• 1st reports are marked in time for writing 
main course essay 

• Used Turnitin for submission, marking and 
feedback 

• Feedback directly linked back to Moodle 
resources 

• Video tutorial on how to pick up their 
feedback and what to do with it 

 

 





 



Results 2010/11 
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Results 2011/12 
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Have you achieved the following ILOs? 

Can you? Yes No Maybe 

Research information on a broad topic using a variety of sources 99% 1% 0% 

Appraise this information to give a detailed review of the essay topic 90% 8% 2% 

Demonstrate the ability to construct a clearly laid out science essay 87% 9% 4% 

Use the preferred Earth Science style to reference the information used 87% 10% 3% 

Express your research on the topic using clear and concise language 86% 10% 4% 





What did the students think?  
1. Module Structure 

• “I'd like to say that I thought it was well 
organised, the essays. It is helpful that they are 
sequential - 5%, 15%, 20%” 
 

• “Like the way you start off with one small 
practice essay so if it all goes wrong it doesn’t 
make a huge impact and can improve” 
 

• “Wouldn’t attend voluntary courses, but found 
the online stuff helpful” 
 



What did the students think? 
2. Feedback and Turnitin 

• “Essays are really well organised in terms of the 
use of Turnitin and the feedback is really good 
and appreciated” 

 

• “Feedback for essays I think is excellent. The 
resources and extra information available on the 
moodle site etc. is brilliant.” 

 



What did the students think? 
3. Progression 

• “1Y essay was much easier after doing 1X, you 
felt like you knew what you were doing then” 

 

• “I felt that by using journals mainly to write 
essays this helped me in other courses, as that is 
now the first place I look for scientific 
information” 

 



What did the staff think? 
1. Using Turnitin 

• “Turnitin is a simple and straightforward tool for all levels of 
computer user... it allows for more efficient method of grading as 
well as providing a greater level of consistency of comments and 
feedback for all students” 

 

• “Actually I liked Turnitin to mark, it was very efficient to do the 
marking directly on the computer. Writing comments in this way is 
much better than putting comments in a marking sheet or writing 
them on paper.”  

 

• “I found using Turnitin actually inhibited my ability to mark the 
essays appropriately, and I would have preferred to mark using a pen 
on paper.” 



What did the staff think? 
1. Using Turnitin 

• “Turnitin is good, especially as it makes my comments more legible than 
my awful handwriting. Ability to repeatedly use the same comment is 
useful and also helps you identify repeated mistakes on the basis that if 
you need to write a new tag, it is a common problem. Also keeps the 
rubric uppermost in your mind for the marking.” 

 

• “Didn't particularly like it. Very good for plagiarism, but clunky for 
feedback. Took me longer than otherwise. Easier to mark with a printout. 
Comments not easy to apply to more than one essay.” 



What did the staff think? 
2. Quality of submissions 

• “I think that the scientific skills improved... some of the 
students seem to be able to write quite well” 

 

• “The content is far more appropriate, properly laid out and 
focused. We also end up marking similar looking efforts, 
which helps.” 

 

• “I think forcing students to use journals is a good idea.” 



Conclusions 

• Prepare students 
• Let them know what is expected 

 

• Provide resources and examples 
• Useful while writing and for reflection 

 

• Give lots of early feedback 
• Turnitin allows detailed feedback to be provided quickly 
• Linked directly back to resources 
• Beneficial for the next assignment 
• Doesn’t allow bad habits to develop 
• But all staff may not like using it.... 
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