Rising to the challenges of academic writing: A collaborative approach to developing international students' skills at Masters level.

1. Abstract
Producing written academic assignments of an acceptable quality is one of the most demanding tasks faced by all students at university.  For many international students, academic writing is associated with high levels of frustration. Whilst their test scores evidence the prerequisite level of English, international students embarking on Masters courses face particular challenges as they negotiate the unfamiliar approaches, differing expectations, and perplexing discourses of study at this level.  Their previous educational experiences may have left them ill-equipped to cope with the transition to postgraduate study at university in the United Kingdom. Furthermore, research shows that a positive learning experience in the first four to six weeks of study is central to student achievement and retention.

This workshop will take a closer look at some of the challenges which confront students and those who have a responsibility to ensure they have the potential to succeed academically through sharing a case study of embedded skills support for international students at the start of two Masters courses in Nanotechnology and BioScience at the University of Leeds.  A model of targeted writing support was introduced founded on close collaboration between staff from a centralised skills unit, subject based academics and faculty team librarians.

The workshop will offer participants the opportunity to engage with some of the targeted activities designed to support students in analysing, researching, reading and writing as they worked towards their first formative writing assignment. In addition, the results of initial student feedback on the programme will serve as a stimulus for discussion, leading to an exchange of ideas on how to enhance the learning experience of international students as they develop their academic writing skills.
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3. The First Formative Assignment 

First formative assignment (three week turnaround with intensive support)
· Short essay task counting 10% of module mark or less

· Title handed out on day one of week one
· Four interactive support sessions in week one (introduction;  literature searching and practical; reading; plagiarism and writing session)

· All support sessions containing embedded activities linked to the  essay title

· Write the first draft of the essay over the weekend

· Support sessions designed collaboratively and taught or co-taught by faculty librarian, academic adviser or subject lecturer

· Formative feedback on first draft on the following Monday (week two)

· Essay deadline on Friday of week two
· Marked and handed back by the end of week three with a face to face feedback session.

Nanotechnology Taught Masters Assignment title: 

Nanotechnology is essential for the development of smart materials.   Discuss.  

In your essay, make reference to several specific examples of smart materials; either smart biological materials, molecular materials or electronic materials.  

Your essay should not be longer than 1600 words.

BioScience Taught Masters Assignment title: 

Write a 1000 word literature review on: ‘The properties and uses of the green fluorescent protein.’
4. Teaching: Example from Nanotechnology Skills Support Sessions
Session 1: Introductory session

Activity 1: What do you expect from this course?

Activity 2: Are you a critical thinker?

Activity 3: Analyse your first task

Activity 4: What makes a good essay?

Session 2: Information Searching

Activity 1: Create a mind map

Activity 2: Web of Science online tutorial

Activity 3: Create a search strategy

Activity 4: Web search online tutorial

Session 3: Reading session

Activity 1: Evaluating your information search

Activity 2: Selecting sources: prediction

Activity 3: What is academic reading?

Activity 4: Skim reading for overview

Activity 5: Intensive reading of a paragraph

Activity 6: Unpacking new vocabulary

Activity 7: Taking notes on what you are reading

Activity 8: Questions to ask yourself when reading

Activity 9: Reading and mind mapping

Activity 10: Drawing up an essay plan

Activity 11: Write a plan for your nanotechnology essay

Session 4: How to avoid plagiarism when writing your essay
Section A: Plagiarism

Activity 1: What is plagiarism?

Activity 2: You be the judge: Is this plagiarism?

Activity 3: Can you recognise plagiarism?

Section B: Paraphrasing

Activity 4: How can your notes help you to paraphrase more easily?

Section C: Referencing

Activity 5: When to reference within the text

Activity 6: How to reference within the text

Activity 7: When to reference within the text: practice

Session 5: Writing your essay

Activity 1: What makes a good essay?

Activity 2: Planning your essay

Activity 3: Writing an introduction to your essay

Activity 4: Writing paragraphs in the body of your essay

Activity 5: More on language

Activity 6: Writing a conclusion to your essay

5. Evaluation: Recommendations from students

Comments are from international students unless stated otherwise.
Expectations

· explain more what is expected of MSc students (local student)

· explain what they are expecting from us regarding assignments and the details in them

· want plagiarism scores as part of feedback

· documentation for referencing styles
· more on searching for journals on website

· more detailed marking criteria

· feedback sessions should be the norm

Marking

· want to know average marks to gauge how they're doing

· don't assess first few assignments, so don't affect overall grade

· make it clear from the beginning that it will not be possible to achieve higher marks than 60%
· intro week too long, could have been done in 2 days


Make some sessions optional


•
Endnote repetitive


•
literature searching already done before


•
local students felt plagiarism sessions unnecessary


•
sessions not the work should be optional


•
course work surgery sessions/practice sessions


Students want models


•
good and bad


•
ideal answer examples


•
in their own subject


•
more appropriate examples (lit review was psychol, example molec biol)

•
of how to reference in the reference style of 'protein science'


Want more


•
more interactive sessions to tell what level of writing is required


•
more specific language writing for masters level (local student)


•
more time analysing and reading


•
more visual demos on screen


•
more worksheets for EndNote


•
individual follow up exercises


•
stats workshops, graphs
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