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CHAPTER 3 

 
Writing exams, reflective essays, 
dissertations and posters 

 
Task 2: Divide the following assignment titles into whether they demand 
reflection on a training experience or require a description of learning 
from a problem. 

 
 

a. What have you learnt on your placement? 
b. Describe a time when you were faced with a problem and explain what you 

did to solve it. 
c. What did you gain from working in a group and how will you apply this 

knowledge in your future career? 
d. Now that you have completed your ten hours teaching practice, what 

changes will you make to the way you approach lesson planning? 
e. What challenges did you face in your laboratory work and how did you 

overcome them? 
 
 

Reflection on 
training 

Problem 
solving 

Reflection on a specific activity or 
experience 

a, d b, e c, f 
   



Hopkins & Reid, The Academic Skills Handbook 
SAGE Publishing, 2018 

 

 
Task 4: Look at the sample answer to the following task: Problem solving: 
Reflect on an experience where you led and motivated a group (400–600 
words). How well does it follow the requirements of a reflective writing 
piece? Does it follow the SPIDER organisation? 

 
 
 

During my first year at university I volunteered at a care home for 

the elderly in Bath. Specifically, I visited the care home with my 

bandmates, and we played music from the fifties, sixties and  

seventies to the residents. Usually, this was straightforward, but on 

occasions some problems would arise with the residents which  

were related to the music we were playing. As a volunteer with 

little experience of working with the elderly, I was not very  

comfortable trying to take control in difficult situations. However, as 

the lead singer of the band, the residents generally tended to direct 

any requests, and on occasion, their frustrations, to me rather than 

the other members of the band (guitarist and percussion player).  

 
On one visit, we arrived a bit later than usual due to transport 

problems. One resident, an elderly man in his eighties with 

dementia, called Graham, was showing signs of distress,  

shouting and appearing anxious. This upset some of the other 

residents who also began shouting. We started playing music 

as quickly as we could because we thought that may help calm 

the situation. Some of the carers were trying to help Graham 

but he started shouting that I should stop singing. I found this 

particular situation very challenging and I was not sure what to 

do: should I continue to sing in the hope that the music would 

calm him down, or do as he asked and stop singing? For a 

For a while, we carried on with the song, but as he became 

more agitated and louder, I decided to stop singing and went 

and sat with Graham to ask him what he wanted me to do. 

The result was instant – he stopped shouting, and he asked us  

to play his favourite Beatles song. Whilst I chatted to him, my  

bandmates talked individually to each other resident and  

collected requests which we then played. This worked   

well, with the residents enjoying being identified as the   
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that groups of people should be treated as individuals with 

differing needs, and you should listen to each individual and allow 

them to feel valued and in control of decisions. I believe this is a 

wise and appropriate approach to take when working with groups 

of people, whatever the situation, and hope to use the skills 

gained here in future contexts. 

It fulfils the task in the following ways: 
 

Situation/context 
Description of problem 
Description of the action or idea 
Description of development / results / outcome 
Analysis and evaluation of action 
Recognition of possible alternative action 
Reflection of behaviour and description of change of behaviour as a result of 
this experience 
Description of skills gained going forward 

our visits to start with a quick chat with each individual resident, 

been able to alleviate the distress caused. 
started playing. By speaking to him at the outset, we may have 
more sensible to find out why Graham was upset before we 

suggested that Graham’s outburst may have been due to our 

incident, we discussed the situation with the staff, and they 
everyone to feel valued and have some control. After the 

talking to each resident and asking for requests allowed 
situation. I think that getting the whole band involved in 
him some control over the decisions, I successfully defused the 
the end, by choosing to talk directly to Graham and allowing 

behaviour and I should have stopped singing immediately. In 
is the best approach when someone is displaying aggressive 

person who had requested each song we 

On reflection, it seems clear that taking steps to relieve anxiety 

and we, unfortunately, played our part in the problem that 

I now realise that it may have been arose on this occasion. 

late arrival. Any changes to the day’s plans can cause anxiety 

As a result of this experience, we changed the way we organised 

collecting song requests from them to inform our play list. I learn 
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Task 5: Compare the two versions below. How does writer B manage to 
avoid being judgemental? 

 
 

Writer B is much more objective in the language she uses. She does not use 
words or phrases with negative connotations. She considers the situation from 
the other person’s point of view and makes suggestions to explain the behaviour. 
She draws conclusions about how she would behave in a similar situation in the 
future. 
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Task 6: Rewrite the following short sample to be less judgemental and to 
use more appropriate formal language. 

 
 

Although I enjoyed working in the lab, the team leader was difficult to work 
with. He was very unfriendly, and never seemed happy with anything any of us 
did. He didn’t seem to get that we were meant to be a team and didn’t sit with 
us in coffee breaks. I have to admit that it was down to him and the fact that I 
didn’t really know whether the thought my work was any good that I didn’t 
enjoy the placement as much as I could have. 
Improved version 
The work in the lab was enjoyable, but there were some difficulties involved in 
my relationship with the team leader. In coffee breaks he did not usually join the 
rest of the team, which was a shame, as it affected the way we worked together 
and he appeared distant and unfriendly. I feel that if I had had the opportunity to 
understand how he felt about my work, I may have enjoyed the placement more.  
 
And something like the following may be a useful additional reflective 
comment: I realise now that as a group we did not make sufficient effort to 
include him, which may have exacerbated the situation. 
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Task 7: How many inconsistencies can you find from this section of a 
dissertation contents page? 

 
 

There is inconsistency of style and grammar. There are three 
key problems: 

1. The first heading is a question (without a question mark!), but the others are 
not. 

2. The third heading is written in a kind of note form rather than grammatical 
correct phrase. 

3. The numbers are incorrect. 
 

Corrected version: The numbers are correct, and each heading starts with a 
noun, hence consistency of style. 

 

2.0 Introduction 

2.1 The problem 

2.2 Reasons why coaching children is a special case 

2.3 Scope of the project 

2.4 Aims and objectives 
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was rarely in the public eye, and female 
commentators were non-existent. However, in the  

findings suggest that there is still some negativity 
relating to women commentating, but  this is  very  

is still bias relating to women in sports  
commentating, but that this is declining. This is 

probably due to an increase in prevalence of 

visibility of women’s sport in general.     Further 
research is needed into why certain sports inspire 

more negativity around this topic than others. 

past twenty years this has changed, and there are 

 
Task 8: Sample Abstract 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This project investigated how public perception of 

women in sports commentating has changed over 

the past fifty years. Fifty years ago women’s sport 

now a small number of women commentators  

reporting across a range of sports. Previous research  

has shown that there has  been a culture shift, but   

there has not been a significant investigation into  

how attitudes have changed to listening to females  

commentate on  male sports.  

This investigation used questionnaires to assess   

the views of sports spectators on male and   

female commentators for a variety of sports, and  

used a small focus group discussion to triangulate. The  

sports-dependent, with football and rugby having 

the most negativity and tennis and golf the least. 

Over 80% of respondents felt that female  

presenters commentating on male tennis matches 

was acceptable, but only 40% of respondents felt 

the same for rugby. The findings suggest that there 

women in sports commentating, making it a less  

unusual phenomenon, alongside an increase in the 

Gives the objectives 

 
Gives the background 

 
Describes the methods 

 
Final comment suggesting 

further research 

Discusses the significance 
of the results and 
draws conclusions 

 
Describes the findings 

 
Justify the objectives. 

This abstract would have been 
even more successful with the 

addition of a clearer 
justification for the research. 

This version achieves this. 
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 justify the research and give the objectives (introduction) 
 identify the key points needed to provide background (from your introduction) 
 describe the overall methods 
 give the main results/findings 
 discuss and show the significance of these results 
 give your overall conclusions. 
 

 
 

Task 10: Use the steps (a–j) in the box to fill in the missing information in 
the flowchart below to create a logical order for going about designing and 
writing a poster (step 1 is already filled in). 

 
 

 

 

Step 1: 
Write your title 

Step 2: 
Write clear 
subheading for 
your sections 

Step 3: 
Write brief notes 
for each section 

Step 4: Arrange 
your brief notes 
on the page to 
get an initial idea 
of design 

Step 6: YES 
Create your 
visuals 

Step 8: 
Edit your writing to 
avoid blocks of text. 
Use bullet points and 
short statements 
instead 

Step 7: Use your 
notes to write 
more detailed 
information for 
each section. Step 6: NO 

Go to Step 7 

Step 5: 
Can any of the 
information be in 
a diagram or 
visual format? 

Step  9: 
Finalise your 
layout, and edit, 
edit, edit, 

Step 10: Check your 
poster against the 
criteria given above to 
ensure it fulfils the 
aims of a poster and 
make final tweaks. 


