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Structuring Different Writing Genres

Helen Birkmyre

Developmental objectives

This chapter:

· describes the difficulties that are faced by dyslexic students when attempting to write in different genres

· provides advice for constructing sentences

· outlines a simple formula for paragraph writing – the Point, Evidence, Comment (PEC) method – and thus helps you to write coherent paragraphs

· provides guidance for reports and case studies

· outlines the function of abstracts, literature reviews and reflective learning journals, and how to construct them

· explores writing for digital media, the Internet and for publication.

Key principles for structuring your writing

Although essay writing (Chapter 6) is the predominant method of assessment after the age of 16, many subjects require different forms of writing. These include reports, case studies, abstracts, literature reviews, and reflective learning journals. Students may also need to write items for digital media in the forms of blogs and other social media. Arguably, college or university students experience more difficulty with formal writing than any other task. Students with dyslexia and other specific learning differences (SpLDs) often have trouble expressing their ideas clearly and in a logical sequential order due to difficulties with processing information (see Introduction). This is because coherent writing requires many different skills to be performed simultaneously, such as generating ideas, getting them down on paper, and sentence and paragraph construction.

Constructing sentences

The basic unit of all forms of writing is the sentence. The most common problem amongst students with dyslexia and other SpLDs is the tendency to write long, rambling sentences containing a multiplicity of points or ideas. Basically, a sentence should contain one idea or point. This does not necessarily mean that all sentences are short and simple, as ideas can be qualified or modified with related statements. It simply means that if you are introducing another idea or topic that is not related to the main idea you should start a new sentence. If your sentence goes over three lines, see if you can split it up. Remember that it is easy for a reader to become lost in long, disconnected sentences. Reflect on how difficult you find long sentences to read in academic text and think of your reader. Finally, check that each of your sentences has a subject and a verb, which agrees in person and number (see Chapter 9, The parts of a sentence).

Constructing coherent paragraphs

In the same way that a sentence is one idea, a paragraph is a set of related ideas on one topic. A common problem for students with dyslexia and other SpLDs is including lots of points in one paragraph without fully explaining them. Additionally, there is a tendency to meander, and repeat ideas, resulting in unclear writing. An effective way to tackle these problems is to create a framework for the information using the Point, Evidence, Comment (PEC) paragraph formula (see Figure 7.1). This formula can be used for writing essays as well as the other writing genres, such as reports and reflective learning journals.

The Collins Online Dictionary defines a ‘paragraph’ as follows:

[in a piece of writing] one of a series of subsections each usually devoted to one idea and each usually marked by the beginning of a new line, indentation, increased interlinear space, etc.

You can think of your paragraphs as being mini essays, with an introduction (point), main body (evidence) and comment (conclusion). Gordon Jarvie, in the Bloomsbury Grammar Guide (2007), states that ‘a paragraph should be seen as a unit of thought and not a unit of length’. You should consider only one point per paragraph. Having one point per paragraph makes it easier for the reader to process the information being provided. You will not be rewarded with a good mark if you do not fully explain the points you are making.
Figure 7.1 PEC paragraph structure. (This Mind MapTM was created using Inspiration® 9, a product of Inspiration® Software, Inc. Inspiration is a registered trademark of Inspiration Software, Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries.)

Point

After you have interpreted the question carefully and decided on the points you wish to include, using a Mind MapTM or similar form of brainstorming (see Chapter 6, Brainstorming or mind mapping), you can begin to structure your essay using the PEC formula. You should first make sure that the point you are making relates directly to the question asked. Ask yourself, ‘Does this point relate to the question?’ If it does, then keep it in your essay. If not, leave it out. Irrelevant points can only weaken your argument. The first sentence is also known as the topic sentence because it lets the reader know what the topic of the paragraph is. It also contextualises the evidence that you will go on to present. In the opening paragraph of the introduction this sentence should refer to the question or title. It can also be useful to write topic sentences that refer to the question/title. This helps to make sure that each paragraph is relevant.

Evidence

It is vital that you support your point with relevant evidence. Evidence can be quotations from reliable sources, statistics, examples or visual images. You can use more than one of these to back up your argument. The stronger the evidence you can provide, the less likely the marker will be to deduct marks. An excellent account of how to use evidence is provided by Bryan Greetham in How to Write Better Essays (2008).

Comment

This is your opportunity to demonstrate your ability to critique and analyse the information you have provided (see Chapter 8, Critical thinking). In order to demonstrate your point of view it is not sufficient merely to make the point. You have to comment on it as well. A sentence or two enables you to explain why your point is relevant. In essays, do not write phrases such as, ‘I think that ...’. Academic conventions dictate that you do not normally write in the first person, except in reflective journals and similar pieces of work where you will be encouraged to write in the first person (see Reflective learning journals, below.) Check with your lecturer if you are uncertain.

The phrase that you use for your comment will depend on the strength of your evidence, as shown below:

If the evidence is strong:

· Undoubtedly…

· Evidently…

· Therefore, it is probable that …

· It is likely that …

If the evidence is less strong:

· It is possible that …

· It is unlikely that …

· Arguably…

· The evidence suggests that …

Linking paragraphs

Following a comment, it is necessary to link a paragraph to the next or previous paragraph, or make reference to your essay question or assignment brief to achieve coherence. An alternative and helpful mnemonic that reinforces the importance of linking paragraphs is the Point, Evidence, Explain, Link (PEEL) formula introduced in Chapters 1 and 2. Some helpful examples of paragraph links for the paragraph in Figure 7.1 include:

· A linking sentence formed as a question that would be explored in the next paragraph e.g. The question then is how does the teacher convey a positive attitude?

· A linking sentence beginning the next paragraph e.g. A case study of the efficacy of positive reinforcement on reading attainment will now be explored.

· A linking sentence referring back to the assignment title e.g. This suggests the educational achievement of a child can be affected by an empathetic teaching approach.

Some useful tips on linking paragraphs can be found on the Teesside University Learning Hub: http://dissc.tees.ac.uk/Writing/paragraphs/page7.htm.

Signposting

Even assuming that you are able to have a clear purpose and a good plan, there are techniques used by good writers to ensure the reader is aware of the direction of their writing (signposting) in order to get everything to ‘hang together’. The following techniques can be used to help you to signpost in your writing:

· During your research, it is possible to organise your findings into paragraphs from the start.

· In a new blank document on your computer, add in subtitles for each of the topics you know you need to cover as you discover them. You will have a subtitle for each paragraph.

· Whilst researching, add in relevant ideas and quotes from your various sources under the correct paragraph subtitle. With your ideas and references in place in note form, you can begin to develop the notes into fully formed sentences, following the PEC structure (see above).

· A good introduction (see Chapter 6) signposts the direction of your writing to clearly establish what you are going to write and topics you will consider. It should begin by contextualising the question and ‘unpacking’ the issues to be discussed.

· Use signpost words and phrases that signal to the reader the connection between ideas. Words such as ‘therefore’, ‘thus’, ‘hence’, ‘on the other hand’, ‘conversely’, ‘secondly’, ‘for example’ and ‘similarly’ tie ideas together or to the main theme of your essay. They direct the reader’s attention to the relationships that you are proposing.

· Repeat key words, for example those in the essay title or assignment briefs or use a dictionary thesaurus to identify another word or phrase with the same meaning in order that the reader’s attention is drawn back to the main theme and the relationship of this particular paragraph to it. For instance, instead of using the phrase ‘key words’ in the above paragraph phrases such as ‘important words’, ‘central ideas’ or ‘key themes’, could have been used.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Dictionary’ for Thesaurus resources

The following websites provide some useful tips and resources for using signposting in writing:

· Portsmouth University signposting guide:


http://bit.ly/PortsmouthSignpostingGuide

· Diversity and Ability visual signposting guide:


https://www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/#sign-posts-guide

· Demontford University signposting sentences:


http://bit.ly/DemontfordSignpostSentences

Case study – using pec

Kate, a student who had just started her first year of university, required assistance with her essay writing because she was not fulfilling her potential. Structuring her essays, paragraphing and sequencing points were her greatest weaknesses. Her writing tended to wander aimlessly, lacking structure. She was unsure of how to introduce an essay, so it was weak from the very beginning. Kate often did not support her points with evidence, using few examples to substantiate her claims. She lacked understanding of the function or structure of a paragraph. It was clear that Kate had the ability to make good points as there were many in her work but they were not substantiated or explained fully.

As a result of her difficulties her essays had no clear argument and she failed to answer the questions properly. After working on analysing essay questions and paragraph structure, her next university essay was a remarkable improvement on her previous essays. On her lecturer’s marking sheet for the essay she was given ‘very good’ for ‘understanding and discussion of relevant material’, and a ‘very good’ for ‘identification of key points and coherent essay structure with good use of signposting’. The tutor also said it was one of the best in the year. By using strategies to analyse the question (Chapter 6), the PEC formula for paragraphing (making a point, supporting it with evidence and then commenting on the evidence) and the use of linking sentences and signposting words, Kate’s essay writing went from mediocre to one of the best examples in her year.

Requirements for different writing genres

Before you begin writing assessed pieces of work ensure that you have read your handbook and/or the criteria for the piece of work. The handbook should specify the elements that need to be included, such as an abstract, literature review, methodology and/or results section. If it does not, ask your tutor to tell you what is required. In most cases the PEC paragraph formula will be helpful to follow.

Reports

Report writing often follows a conventional report format. For example, Table 7.1 outlines a typical scientific report format:
Table 7.1 Format for scientific reports

	I
	Introduction 
	(a)
outline the aims (including theory and/or hypothesis of the experiment or research area) 

	
	
	(b)
summarise literature relevant to the hypothesis to be evaluated 

	
	
	(c)
offer methodological criticisms of relevant studies, if they are related to the hypothesis of the research

	
	
	(d)
if it seems necessary, define any key terms, comparing the definitions where appropriate 

	II
	Method 
	Describe:

	
	
	(a)
the subjects of the research 

	
	
	(b)
the materials and/or apparatus 

	
	
	(c)
the research method (qualitative or quantitative) 

	
	
	(d)
the procedure, including all details which someone who wanted to repeat the research would need to know 

	III
	Results 
	(a)
present data yielded by the research in summary form (the raw data are usually included in an Appendix) 

	
	
	(b)
offer just a brief description of the data, but no discussion of its theoretical significance 

	IV
	Discussion 
	(a)
connect results with explicit aims of the research (refer to Introduction) 

	
	
	(b)
review results in relation to general theory

	V
	Conclusion 
	This is sometimes separated out from the discussion, or may be included within it. It should make clear what new facts can be stated as a result of the research, and ways forward for developing the research


For non-scientific disciplines, reports will be structured differently from that shown in Table 7.1. There is not one set of guidelines for these reports, so it is crucial that you read the brief for the piece of work carefully. For some example report writing guidelines see:

Newcastle University: http://bit.ly/NewcastleReportWritingStructure

Sheffield University: http://bit.ly/SheffieldReportWritingGuidelines

Birmingham City University: http://bit.ly/BCUReportWritingGuidelines

University of Hull: www2.hull.ac.uk/lli/pdf/Scientific Reports.pdf
Often the briefs for scientific reports are lengthy and presented in dense paragraphs, rather than a short question. For this reason it can be helpful to highlight the instructions given, and make them into headings or a checklist so that you can ensure you have covered each element.

Case studies

Case studies come in different forms, such as:

1.
For practical subjects such as law, nursing and social work, case studies may be presented as a segment of text giving the details of a specific real-life scenario which you will need to examine closely. It will test your ability to deal with real-life situations, and your answers will need to be based on the evidence in the literature (also known as evidence-based practice).

2.
Analysis of an example or examples from your own practice. This may be necessary for a course placement. This enables you to show that you are able to be self-critical.

3.
Text included as part of an essay in order to give specific examples in the context of a broader question.

4.
In-depth analysis of a specific person, group or institution.

Your course guidelines may suggest a structure to follow – in which case, you should follow it. However, many case study reports will loosely reflect the structure in Table 7.2.

Remember, deal with the section of work chunk by chunk. If you find yourself getting ‘stuck’ on one area, leave it for some time and move on to another section. It is likely that when you come back to the section you were ‘stuck’ on you will have thought of a new perspective to bring to it. These websites provide some useful case study guidelines:

University of Hull: http://bit.ly/HullCaseStudies

Bradford University: http://bit.ly/BradfordCaseStudy
Table 7.2 Case study structure

	Introduction 
	· Introduce the topic or situation

· Describe the rationale for the study

	Literature review 
	· Explore what has been written on the subject

· Identify and critique previous studies

	Methodology
	· Introduce and critique research methodology, i.e. action research, grounded theory, participant observation, etc.

· Identify research methods used and why – qualitative or quantitative

	Results
	· Describe and summarise the findings

	Evaluation


	· Evaluate findings in light of literature review

· Apply critical thinking (see Chapter 8) for example noting research limitations 

	Conclusion


	· Summarise key findings

· Identify recommendations and next steps


Abstracts

An abstract is an overview of your piece of work. It is not an introduction. Your introduction is a separate entity. It is best to leave writing the abstract until after you have completed the piece, unless it is required as an indication of a paper or presentation that is to follow. They are traditionally required for conference programmes so that delegates can choose the sessions they wish to attend. They need to be an accurate reflection of what the paper, presentation or report will include.

Abstracts are required for some pieces of work but not others. It is likely that your lecturer will tell you whether or not you will be required to write one or it will be stated in the criteria for the piece of work.

The Online Writing Lab of Purdue University provides excellent instructions for writing abstracts for reports: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/. The author argues that there are two types of abstract: informational and descriptive. Both informational and descriptive abstracts should give an overview of the contents of the report.

· Informational abstracts should include information about each section of your report: purpose, methods, scope, results, conclusions and recommendations. They should be up to 10% of the report in length.

· Descriptive abstracts discuss the purpose, method and scope of the report but not the results, conclusions and recommendations. They should be around 100 words.

The Online Writing Lab highlights that an abstract should be made up of one or more paragraphs that are succinct and focused. You should give the overview of the contents of the report in the order in which you placed them in your text. It should not provide any information that is not included in the report itself. It should also be written in such a way that people who are not specialists in the field you are researching can understand what your project is about.

The Online Writing Lab also suggests four steps for writing report abstracts.

· Reread your report to pick out the key points to include in your abstract. Highlight them as you read through it. Pick the key points from each of these sections: purpose, methods, scope, results, conclusions and recommendations.

· Write a first draft of your abstract without looking at your report with the purpose, methods, scope, results, conclusions and recommendations in your mind. Do not lift sentences from your report.

· Revise your first draft to deal with any structural and sequencing problems such as placing of sentences. Edit out any information that is irrelevant. Add any information that is relevant or that is missing. Make sure that your sentences are succinct. Correct any errors in grammar or spelling.

· Proofread your final draft.

If you follow these steps, you should be able to compose a clear and concise abstract.

Literature reviews

For dissertations (see Chapter 13), case studies, projects and essays you may be required to write a review of the literature on the topic that is the focus of your research. For those reading history this is called the historiography, which discusses the historical literature written on a subject. The literature review should follow your introduction and is placed before the main body of the essay.

Writing a literature review is a useful exercise and will help you to gain a broader knowledge of the subject and help develop your ability to analyse and develop critical thinking.

In your literature review you should:

· Demonstrate your understanding of the existing knowledge and theories on that subject.

· Highlight any debate or controversial issues that are significant.

· Critique the literature highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of it and any theories that have been proposed that are more plausible.

· Establish your opinion in relation to the authors’ views and comment on them. You must not merely describe what the authors have said. In order to get a good mark it is necessary for you to provide your own opinion, for instance agreeing with one point of view or another, or elements of the different arguments.

The University of Toronto’s writing website has a useful page on literature reviews, providing a list of questions to ask yourself about your literature to ensure that you include all the elements that you need: http://bit.ly/TorontoLiteratureReview.

Reflective learning journals

Some courses will require that you keep a set of reflections on what you have learnt throughout your course and your opinions on it. This type of writing is more informal than academic writing and you have more freedom of expression. Phyllis Creme (2000) calls this ‘“the personal”, in University writing’. There are no strict rules that you need to follow; however, here are some guidelines:

· Write in the first person – using ‘I’.

· Consider relevant points that were mentioned in your class and in your research and your opinion on them – establishing a critical position.

· Make points about significant academic texts and what they mean to you.

· Discuss what you have learnt.

· Discuss what you have felt inspired by.

· Highlight what you do not understand fully and how you plan to go about finding out more information on the topic.

· Discuss your successes and failures. If you have been successful, try to evaluate why you were. If you failed to do something well, try to evaluate what went wrong and why, and how you can improve.

Keeping your reflective learning journal and expressing your thoughts in a personal manner should help you to:

· Process the information relating to your course.

· Increase your understanding of the topic.

· Establish a critical position on the topics you are studying.

You will be required to provide evidence to support the points you are making and comment on that evidence for much of your writing, despite it being a more personal style.

Useful additional resources on reflective writing can be found on the following websites:

Portsmouth University: http://bit.ly/PortsmouthReflectiveWriting

Reading University: http://bit.ly/ReadingReflectiveWriting

Writing for digital media and the Internet

It may be that you are required to contribute to a blog or a Wiki as part of your course. Although this could be an individual task, it is more likely to be part of a collaborative project (see Chapter 12, Group work). Tim Berners-Lee, the World Wide Web pioneer, thought of the Web as an interactive, communication space where ‘everybody would be putting their ideas in, as well as taking them out’ (Dertouzos et al., 1999).

To share knowledge on the Internet, or university intranet, requires the same principles of clarity and organisation as other forms of writing. As with reflections, there are no fixed rules, but here are some guidelines:

· Keep it short. Do not write long, dense blocks of text.

· Do not be afraid of being critical (see Chapter 8). This is an important criterion for courses at BA level and above. It is important, however, that your criticisms are substantiated by evidence.

· Make sure that you reference all of your sources.

· Use formatting, colour, pictures and diagrams to make your contribution visually interesting.

· Use lists/bullet points.

· Be informal, but do not use slang, nor ‘textese’.

· Check your spelling.

Some useful additional resources for writing for the Web and digital media include:

Useability.gov – writing for the Web: http://bit.ly/UseabilityWritingforWeb

Digital Culture Books – wiki writing: http://bit.ly/DigitalCultureBooksWiki

Guardian Style Guide: http://www.theguardian.com/guardian-observer-style-guide-a

Points to remember

· Use the simple formula for paragraph writing – the Point, Evidence, Comment (PEC) method.

· Identify the required report or case study format in your course guidelines.

· Make sure that your abstracts cover the contents of your presentation, paper or report and that they are concise and clear.

· Read widely and write clear literature reviews to increase your knowledge and establish your line of argument.

· Write reflective learning journals in the first person and more informal prose to help you understand the subject you are studying.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents:

Point, Evidence, Comment (PEC) Paragraph Structure
Word Document

Chapter web links

	Assistive technology

Diversity and Ability – Assistive technology resources
	www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ Search for:

· Dictionary

	Using signposting in writing

Teesside University Learning Hub – linking paragraphs

Portsmouth University

Diversity and Ability visual signposting guide

Demontford University signposting sentences
	http://dissc.tees.ac.uk/Writing/paragraphs/page7.htm
http://bit.ly/PortsmouthSignpostingGuide

https://www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/#sign-posts-guide

http://bit.ly/DemontfordSignpostSentences

	Newcastle University Writing Development Centre – features of academic writing 
	www.ncl.ac.uk/students/wdc/learning/academic/ 

	Report writing

Sheffield University

Birmingham City University

Hull University – scientific reports

Newcastle University – report writing structure
	http://bit.ly/SheffieldReportWritingGuidelines

http://bit.ly/BCUReportWritingGuidelines

http://www2.hull.ac.uk/lli/pdf/Scientific%20Reports.pdf
http://bit.ly/NewcastleReportWritingStructure

	Case study guidelines

University of Hull

Bradford University
	http://bit.ly/HullCaseStudies

http://bit.ly/BradfordCaseStudy

	Abstracts

The Online Writing Lab (OWL) of Purdue University 
	https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/ - search for abstracts

	Literature reviews

University of Toronto 
	http://bit.ly/TorontoLiteratureReview 

	Reflective writing

Portsmouth University Reading University 
	http://bit.ly/PortsmouthReflectiveWriting

http://bit.ly/ReadingReflectiveWriting 

	Writing for digital media and the Internet

Useability.gov – writing for the Web

Digital Culture Books – wiki writing

Guardian Style Guide 
	www.usability.gov/how-to-and-tools/methods/writing-for-the-web.html

http://bit.ly/DigitalCultureBooksWiki

www.theguardian.com/guardian-observer-style-guide-a 


