Improving on a High Grade

Following the instructions here cannot guarantee you a high grade; this is merely some suggestions and general guidance. If the difference between a high second class grade and a first class grade can be described quite easily, the skills necessary to make the transition are harder to acquire, so improving on a high mark is a difficult task. The skills necessary are not so much ones of research and conscientiousness, but ones of thinking and speaking.

In appropriate academic style, a high second class piece of work will efficiently report on what a number of academics have to say about a topic. A piece a few percentage points higher will be:

· written with a stronger voice (this does not mean first person style, speculation or pure opinion; it means having something distinctive to say and saying it confidently). 

· evaluate the work of other academics on a higher level.

· present a bold, unique and original argument of its own that is systematically supported.

· address counter-arguments as it unpacks the case being made. 

To put this another way: when a marker reads a good second class piece of work they should feel like they have picked something up from a good journalist who has found about the issue and pieced together a story about it. When they read a first class piece of work they should feel like they are in the presence of an expert who is a specialist, immersed in their field of study. I will try to offer an example:

High second class example

Academics such as Peter Smith (1993) consider the media stereotypes Russians. “People from Russia are almost always seen as sinister figures with heavy accents and a tendency to be involved in organized crime.” (1993, p.11) This essay will examine the issue by looking at various representations of Russians in contemporary TV programming.

1st class example

In 1993, cultural studies scholar Peter Smith argued that Russians were presented in the media as “sinister figures with heavy accents and a tendency to be involved in organized crime” (p.11), but Smith’s comments are now over a decade old. Furthermore, he only focused on comedy television programming, especially in its commercial form. This essay will question Smith’s claim by considering representations of Russians right across contemporary TV programming. It will argue that Russians are no longer restricted to their gangster stereotype, but have recently been portrayed in ways that inflect and play with viewer expectations.

There are a number of differences here. The high second class piece dumps the quotation without discussing it. It hides behind the academic authority of Smith, rather than seeing him as a maker of work with its own issues and limitations. It ends with a vague statement about what is to come. The first class piece of work situates and discusses the quotation, and demonstrates that it is not afraid to evaluate another scholar’s research. It also takes a clear position on the issue (ie. that the stereotype is outdated) and flags that the essay will proceed to examine the complexity of the case. 

So, some general tips…

· Re-read the grade scheme in your student handbook, copy down key elements about what a second class and a first class mark should be like and consider the differences.

· Read up on critical thinking and try and get into more debates about things (as a viewer and participant). Look at how people are constructing their arguments. How do you know whether they are right? Is the style of their argument fair? Look at role model existing first level pieces of work (such as high scoring students dissertations).

· Aim to start research as soon as you can. Finish the research phase of your assignment preparation early, so you can get a good overview and consider your argument carefully.

· When you do your academic research, always think about the positioning and flaws in the piece of writing that you are examining. Check the evidence supporting or refuting ideas. 

· Make sure you have a position on the topic (even if the question seems to invite you to be vague).

· Try and to reason things out fully (with your main case, reasons behind it and concrete examples), and demonstrate your willingness to judge what others say on the basis of what you see and know. 

