Guidance on the Self-Assessment Sheet





You are strongly encouraged to fill in the self-assessment sheet for every coursework assignment that you complete on the literature part of the course.  





Although the sheet has been designed to be easy to use, to get the most from both the self-assessment process and the tutor feedback you receive on the sheet it is recommended that you read this document and refer to it on the first few occasions you use the sheet to review your work.





General advice on self-assessment





Why do I need to self-assess my work?





Thinking critically about what you have done in coursework assignments is always useful - you may do it already to a certain extent.  The main benefit of your reviewing your work - both while you are writing it and after it is finished - is that it helps you to identify your own particular strengths and weaknesses in doing assignments of this kind.  Having this awareness, together with the feedback that you get from the tutor, allows you to develop your understanding of what the task requires and to plan accordingly for the next essay that you write.  





It helps if you have some idea of how to go about evaluating your own work.  The self-assessment sheet provides you with a ready-made structure for doing this: it tells you which aspects of your assignment to assess, and gives some idea of standards of work (i.e. what counts as strong and weak performance). By listing a number of aspects of the essay which both you and the tutor are required to evaluate, it also gives you some idea of the basis on which the tutor marks your work.  





When should I assess my own work?





It shouldn’t just be something you do a couple of minutes before you hand in the essay! You need to spend a bit of time completing the self-assessment form for the process of evaluating your own work to be productive.





If you really want to get the most from self-assessment, it needs to be something you do at regular intervals while you are writing the assignment, as well as after it is finished.  Getting into the habit of reviewing your work-in-progress at regular intervals means that if you identify areas where it is weak or lacking, you have time to try to do something about it before you hand it in.





From a practical point of view, the timing of your self-assessment is important.  Don’t try to evaluate the quality of your work just after you’ve been working feverishly on it - you’ll find it very difficult to make a fair, ”objective” judgement.  It helps to put some critical distance between yourself and your work, so get away from it for a while; make a coffee or go for a walk to clear your mind, and then try to assess what you’ve done.  You should have a clearer perspective on it.





Will my assessment of the quality of my work affect the final mark that I get for it?





What you write on the self-assessment sheet will not influence the mark that you are given for your essay.  No marks will be deducted if you over-estimate the quality of your work, nor will the tutor reward you for being overly modest about what you have done (i.e. not saying anything positive about it). The purpose of your evaluating your own work is to get you thinking about the process you went through in writing it, so that you can work to improve your performance in the future.  Please try to be as honest and open as possible in completing the form.
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How can I judge the quality of my work accurately?





Clearly, you won’t be able to mark your work in exactly the same way that a tutor would: after all, they have a level of expertise in the subject that you are writing about which you have not yet reached.  Nonetheless, it is important that you try to make a personal assessment: doing this as you progress through the course you will help you to develop a sense of your own achievement. You might find it difficult on your first few attempts, but there are a number of ways that you can get a better idea of the quality of your work:





use feedback from tutors: by looking at the written comments the tutor has provided and their rating of your work, you can get an idea of what you’re good and less good at in writing the essay and also develop an understanding of the kinds of things tutors are looking for;


discuss your work with tutors;


read through your old work, looking at tutor comments and thinking about its strengths and weaknesses: if you’re a bit more distant from it, you should be able to be more realistic about its quality;


discuss your work with other students;


read work written by other students (but you must be careful to not to borrow material or ideas from them: this would count as plagiarism).





Part 1: commenting on your work





The first part of the self-assessment sheet gives you the opportunity to make written comments on your work and the experience of writing it.  As well as encouraging you to think critically about both the process and product of essay writing, this also gives you space to voice your concerns and anxieties about this kind of assignment and/or literary study more generally, which the tutor can then respond to in their written feedback.  It also gives the tutor an insight into your level of awareness regarding this form of assessment: the kinds of things which you think count as “good” in an essay.  





However, you don’t need to agonise about exactly what you write - there isn’t a “right answer” that you should be giving.  It’s more important that you write something on the sheet - your thoughts, impressions etc. - than spending a long time composing a response or leaving it blank.





This first part of the sheet is divided into three sections:





i) strengths of the assignment





List what you feel is good about your finished work (not necessarily those parts you found easiest to do).  For example, you might want to refer to certain critical points which you made: interpretations that you thought were insightful or “original” (based on a personal response to the text(s) rather than drawn from lecture notes/secondary reading)). You could also comment on more general qualities of the essay (e.g. that it answered the question well).


“But what if I can’t think of anything good to say about my work?”





You might not feel comfortable or confident in saying positive things about your work.  This could be because you’re too involved with it to be able to judge it impartially.  Go and do something else for a while, then return to your work and see if you feel differently about it.  Think about the basic things that you’ve done in the essay: how you’ve approached the question, the different aspects of the text(s) which you’ve written about, your particular interpretations, the argument that you’ve presented, and so on.  Which parts of it were you satisfied with, however “unimportant” you imagine these might be?





ii) difficulties experienced/aspects of the work you were dissatisfied with





You might want to include here any things that you felt unhappy or dissatisfied with in the final work that you submitted, and/or difficulties or problems that you had in the process of writing the essay (e.g. structuring all of your ideas; understanding the text(s); knowing what the question meant, etc.)





iii) what would you do differently next time (following your experience of writing this one?)





This could include things that you thought you did well in this essay, which you’d like to try to develop in the future (e.g. you used certain critical terms, concepts or theories in analysing the text; you did a certain amount of background reading, or read other texts by the same author, or read other comparable texts from the same period).  Equally, you might want to write down a few things you thought you didn’t manage so well, which you’d try to rectify next time (e.g. spend more time analysing the question and working out what it meant; do more background reading; try to structure the essay’s argument more effectively).





When you’re writing your next essay you might find it useful to look at this section of the self-assessment sheet alongside the tutor’s feedback, so that you have some idea as to which aspects of your work to improve.








At the end of this section of the self-assessment sheet you are invited to estimate the mark which you think this essay will receive. You might find it very difficult to do this the first few times, but once you have had a few essays marked and returned to you, you should have a clearer idea of approximately what standard your work is.  Whatever you decide the essay is worth, you should be able to explain and justify why you think it deserves such a grade: the comments you write in the strengths and weaknesses boxes should go some way to providing this.





  


Part 2: rating the quality of various aspects of your work





The second section of the self-assessment sheet lists various aspects of the essay which are amongst those which the tutor will evaluate the quality of in determining the final overall mark the work receives.  These are the principal criteria by which your work is assessed.  For each aspect of the essay given on the sheet, you are required to give your opinion of its quality on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being a fail, 5 being excellent). The tutor will give their assessment of your work using the same scale.





Some of the characteristics of what counts as a “good” or “poor” response are suggested for each of these criteria. You should try to use these when you are deciding what rating to give to each aspect of your essay.  However, it needs to be remembered that these descriptions only indicate some of the possible characteristics of particularly weak and strong answers.  You should refer to the tutor’s written commentary on your work to see the specific ways in which it is good or lacking.





It should be emphasised that although each aspect of the essay listed on the self-assessment sheet is significant in determining the overall mark the work receives, they are not equally weighted: it is not the case that 10% of marks go on interpretation of the question, 10% on structure, 10% on presentation etc. It isn’t possible to describe the marking scheme which tutors use in this kind of way because there is no single model or blueprint of what makes a “good” essay.  Rather, an essay can be regarded as good in many different ways (e.g. one which makes very productive use of historical context; or offers a detailed reading of a certain part of the text, looking at how form affects meaning; or compares several texts by different authors; etc.) 





While the various categories listed on the self-assessment sheet provide a useful way of talking about elements of the essay, they should not be regarded as the components which constitute an essay.  You will not be thinking of these categories separately while you are writing the essay, nor will the tutor when marking it.  The overall quality of the essay is more than just the sum of its parts.  This is something that can only be learned over time, through writing essays.





The following elements of the essay are covered on the self-assessment sheet:





Interpretation of and response to the essay question





What this means 


Does the essay identify the critical issues referred to or implied by the question? 


Is discussion always centred on or framed within the context of the question that is being asked? 





Questions to ask yourself


Have you analysed the essay title or the question? 


Do you feel confident that you have identified the main critical issues in the text(s) which the question/title seems to refer to or imply? 


Do the points you make about the text(s) relate in some way to these main critical issues? 


Have you selected the most appropriate aspects of the text(s) to write about (i.e. those which enable you to engage with the main critical issues foregrounded in the question)?








Structure of the essay





What this means 


Are the critical points made about the text(s) organised in such a way as for the critical content of the essay to be straightforward to follow, and for an argument/central idea to develop as the essay progresses?





Questions to ask yourself 


Are the points you are making grouped together in paragraphs? 


Do paragraphs follow on from one another in some kind of logical way? Is the reason as to why each paragraph follows the previous one readily apparent to the reader?


How easy would it be for someone who was reading your work to follow the argument that you were putting forward? (This will have some bearing on how persuasive the argument that you make in the essay is seen to be.)








Persuasiveness/validity of the interpretation





What this means 


How convincing and tenable are the interpretative points/assertions which the essay makes about the text(s)? 


Are these points adequately argued and supported by specific evidence, rather than being unsubstantiated generalisations? 





Questions to ask yourself


Is every assertion that you make about the text(s) you are writing about sufficiently argued/explained/substantiated (e.g. through reference to specific parts of the text(s) and/or from your secondary reading/class notes)?


If there were any parts of the text(s) that you were unsure of the meaning or significance of, have you consulted a secondary source (e.g. a dictionary; footnotes; a critical text) so as to make sure you haven’t made any major misinterpretations?


Have you attempted to critically analyse specific aspects of the text(s) in keeping with the question being asked, rather than just summarising or giving a narrative account of the text(s)?





Understanding and use of appropriate critical terms and concepts





What this means 


Have critical terms and concepts been used in discussing aspects/features of the text(s)? 


If so, have they been employed accurately (i.e. it is evident that the writer of the essay understands what is meant by them) and productively (i.e. does it lead to a better critical understanding of the text(s) and issues being discussed in the essay)?


If there is little or no use of critical terms and concepts, does the quality of the essay’s analysis suffer as a result?





Questions to ask yourself


Do you know about any of the main critical terms/concepts associated with the particular text(s), genre or literary period you are writing about (e.g. from your secondary reading and/or lecture and class notes)? 


If you have made reference to any of these terms/concepts in your essay, do you feel confident that you have used them accurately? Is their use productive (i.e. it contributes to the critical points which the essay is making rather than being there to try and impress the reader)?


If you have not used critical terms/concepts in your essay, do you think this might affect the quality of your analysis of the text(s)?








Use of secondary critical sources





What this means


If use is made of secondary critical sources in the essay, how productive is this (i.e. does it lead to a better critical understanding of the text(s))? 


If there is not any evidence of secondary reading or an awareness of other critical perspectives on the text(s), does this have a negative effect on the quality of the essay?





Questions to ask yourself


On each occasion you have quoted from or referred to a critic, can you say why you have done so? 


Have you attempted to engage with and discuss the points made by critics which you have quoted in your essay, rather than using them to replace your own thinking about the text(s)?








Understanding and use of relevant contexts (e.g. literary; historical)





What this means


If reference is made to contextual information, how productive is this? How far does it support and advance the critical content of the essay?


If there is a lack of reference to contexts, does this have a negative impact on the quality of the essay’s analysis?





Questions to ask yourself


How relevant is the contextual information you have used to the essay question being asked? Is it included in order to support/substantiate a specific critical point that you are making?


Do you feel that contextual information is used in an appropriate way in the essay? (e.g. it is not usually advisable to rely on biographical information as a means of interpreting the text, or to view the relationship between a text and the historical context of its production as being necessarily straightforward) 
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Use of appropriate close/detailed textual reference





What this means


Does the essay pay sufficient detail to specific features of the text(s) in discussing them?


Where there is close reference to the text(s), is it relevant to the essay question being asked?





Questions to ask yourself


Are the critical points which you are making in the essay supported by direct reference to specific parts or features of the text(s) you are writing about (rather than being generalisations which are not backed up by textual evidence)?


Where you have quoted from the primary text(s) you are writing about, have you made sure that the material chosen relates to the critical point you are making? 


Have you tried to engage with material quoted from the text(s) (i.e. provided some kind of commentary on it)?








Technical accuracy





What this means


Is the essay of a sufficiently high standard in terms of spelling; grammar; vocabulary; referencing; bibliography; proof-reading?





Questions to ask yourself


Have you checked the spelling and grammar (e.g. using the appropriate functions on a word-processor)?


Are you confident that you have been accurate in your choice of vocabulary throughout the essay? (i.e. does it all make sense?)


Are all quotes from/references to primary and secondary texts used in writing the essay fully referenced in a consistent way, using a bibliographic system that is approved of on your course?


Have you provided a bibliography which includes all of the texts that you made use of in researching and writing the essay? Is it set out in an academically-accepted way?








Prose style





What this means


How well-written is the essay? (e.g. how well are ideas expressed? How straightforward is it to read? Is language used effectively?)





Questions to ask yourself


Have you read through the work thoroughly before handing it in? 


Have you tried to write with an awareness of the particular audience for whom the essay is meant?


Have you attempted to make your essay engaging to the reader (e.g. through variety in  vocabulary and sentence structure), without unnecessarily striving too hard to impress them (e.g. through use of pretentious language)?
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Presentation





What this means


Is the essay well-presented? How legible and neat is it?





Questions to ask yourself


If you have word-processed the essay, does the style and size of the text font you have used make the work easily readable?


If the essay is hand-written, is your writing always legible? Have you avoided crossing out words on the page?


Have you numbered the pages?








When you have completed the self-assessment sheet, please attach it to your work and place it in the appropriate box in the English department.  You will get the sheet back, complete with tutor’s comments, after the work has been marked.  It is a good idea to keep completed copies of the sheet in an accessible place, so that you can refer to them when writing subsequent essays.
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