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Introduction: using the guide 
 

 How do I reference this book chapter? 
 What are my lecturers really looking for in an essay? 

 What’s the difference between being asked to ‘discuss’ and ‘evaluate’? 
 How do I reference this source? 

 

This style and referencing guide aims to address these questions and more 
besides. We hope that after reading it you will have a good sense of what we are 

looking for in your written work, but if anything remains unclear after reading 
this, don’t hesitate to ask your personal tutor or subject tutors for further 

information. If you think key information has been omitted, is unclear, or is 
contradictory, please bring this to our attention! We can’t fix it if we don’t know 
it’s broken. 

 
This guide is divided into four sections: 

 
 Part One covers substantive matters with regard to essay writing, looking 

at the preparation for, and content of, essays, including guidance on the 

different styles of writing for modules in the four teaching groups: theory, 
IR, comparative politics, and British politics. 

 
 Part Two consists of a guide to presentation standards and submission 

procedures, clarifying the details of how to format and submit your essay. 

 
 Part Three tells you how to cite different types of source material in two 

alternative ways, and how to construct a bibliography. 
 

 Part Four provides the School marking guidance for undergraduate and 

postgraduate taught students. 
 

You might find it useful to read section one, and to use sections two and three as 
a guide to be consulted while preparing your coursework. 
 

If you are using the electronic copy of this guide, the table of contents and all 
cross-references contain links that will take you to the relevant page and section. 

  
  



5 
 

1 Essay Writing 

1.1 General points 

1.1.1 Things to do 
 

 Read the question carefully, and stick to the question 
 Answer the question – make sure that you provide a clear answer to the 

question. If in doubt, rephrase the question in your answer 
 Organise your answer – take time to put all of your arguments in logical 

order 

 Define key terms 
 Use examples – examples help illustrate your points and show you know 

how to apply ideas 
 

1.1.2 Things to avoid 
 

 Repeating everything you have learned on the topic 
 Claims unsupported by argument or evidence 

 Value judgements unless specifically required to make them by the 
question 

 Abbreviations (where these are necessary give the full version and the 
abbreviation on first use) and jargon 

 Numbering, bullet points, and note form – your argument must be 

presented in coherent sentences 
 Prescriptions or recommendations (unless these are expressly asked 

for) 
 

1.2 Starting your essay 
 

1. Start well ahead of the deadline. 
2. Break down the question. (See ‘Understanding keywords in a question’) 

3. Read about the topic (see ‘Sources’). Take lots of notes. 
4. Make a plan. Think about how you want to order the paragraphs in your 

essay so that you develop an argument. Ask yourself what purpose each 

paragraph serves. 
5. One technique to help you think is to generate a few sub-questions 

arising out of the main question you are answering. 
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1.2.1 Understanding keywords in a question1  
 

Account for  Give reasons for, provide a thorough explanation. 
 

Analyse  Find the main ideas and show how they are related and why 
they are important. 

 

Compare  Look for similarities and differences; perhaps reach a 
conclusion about which is preferable. 

 
Comment on  Discuss, criticise or explain its meaning as completely as 

possible. 

 
Contrast  Set in opposition in order to bring out differences. 

 
Critically assess  Give your judgement about the merit of theories or opinions 

or about the truth of facts; back your judgement by a 

discussion of evidence or reasoning involved. 
 

Define  Set down the precise meaning of a word or phrase. In some 
cases it may be necessary or desirable to examine different 
possible or often used definitions. 

 
Describe  Give a detailed or graphic account. 

 
Discuss  Investigate or examine by argument; sift and debate; give 

reasons for and against. Also examine the implications. 

 
Evaluate  Make an appraisal of the worth of something, in the light of 

its truth or usefulness. Take a position based on the 
evidence. 

 

Examine  Investigate critically, subjecting events or explanations to 
close scrutiny. 

 
Explain  Make plain; interpret and account for; give reasons for. This 

is more than just description: it should indicate why 
something happened. 

 

Illustrate  Use a figure or diagram to explain or clarify, or make clear by 
the use of concrete examples. 

 
Interpret  Expound the meaning of; make clear and explicit, usually 

giving your own judgement also. 

 
Justify  Give a statement and support it with reasons and evidence. 

Show adequate grounds for decisions or conclusions; answer 
the main objections likely to be made against them. 

 

                                       
1 Cardiff Centre for Lifelong Learning (n.d.) ‘The Learning Guide’, Cardiff University. 

Available at: http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/assets/PDF/student_information/The-

learning-guide.pdf (Accessed 24 Jul 2014), p. 7, with minor additions. 

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/assets/PDF/student_information/The-learning-guide.pdf
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/assets/PDF/student_information/The-learning-guide.pdf
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Outline  Give the main features, or general principles, of a subject, 
omitting minor details and emphasising structure and 
arrangement. 

 
Relate  Show the connections between things, telling how one causes 

or is connected to another. 
  *‘Narrate’ is more usual in examination settings. 

 
Review  Provide a summary of the important issues and criticize 

where needed. 

 
State  Describe the main points in precise terms. Be formal. Use 

brief, clear sentences. 
 
Summarise  Give a brief, condensed account of the main ideas, omitting 

details and examples. 
 

Trace  Follow the development or history of a topic from some point 
of origin, especially highlighting why things happened. 
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1.3 Essay content 
 

The aim of an essay is to combine argument and facts with your own ideas, 
and to present them in a clear, logical way. Remember that essays are also a 

form of examination: the reader is looking for you to demonstrate core 
knowledge of module content. That said, there is rarely a single ‘right’ answer. 
What is required is a well-argued case based on relevant evidence. 

 

1.3.1 Structure 
 

Essays should be clearly structured. Generally this means that an essay should 
include the following: 
 

 Introduction 
o Say what you’re going to say 

o An opening section where the key terms are defined and the main 
features of the essay are sign-posted 

 Body 

o Say it 
o A middle section where the arguments are developed, the necessary 

distinctions made, possible objections are responded to, and other 
positions are criticised. 

 Conclusion 

o Say what you said 
o This section summarises the key features of the argument and re-

addresses the original question in light of this. 
 
A clear structure is important to ensure that your reader can identify all of 

your key points and can follow the progression of the argument. Having a 
strong structure is important for being able to convey your ideas clearly. Without 

a clear structure, even an excellent argument will be difficult to follow. 
 
Introduction 

 

 You should draft an introduction when you start to give yourself a sense of 
direction. Start writing with a plan and a couple of sentences to guide you. 

 Should contain a clear, explicit structure and argument. 
o Explain how you intend to tackle the question/discussion, including 

giving a clear outline of the structure of the rest of the essay (‘This 
essay first defines X before evaluating A, B, and C...’). 

o Introductions in some styles of writing (e.g. comparative politics) 

should also include a preview of the overall argument and answer to 
the question. 

 Explain problems involved in the question/discussion. 
 Perhaps establish the context of the issue. 
 Clarify key terms, if this can be done briefly. If defining the terms is a 

core part of the argument, the definitions should be placed in the 
body of the essay. 

o In some cases the question includes technical terms (e.g., justice, 
oligarchy, political obligation, state of nature, tacit consent, etc.). 
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These will require some definition (and not just a dictionary 
definition) and, probably, some discussion. 

o For example, if the essay prompt is, ‘Is XXX fit for purpose?’, 

defining ‘fit for purpose’ is a key element of answering the question 
and requires engagement with academic literature. This belongs in 

the body of the essay. 
 Avoid generalities 

o Do not start with or conclude with (or otherwise include) sweeping 
generalities such as: ‘Plato’s theory of justice is the most important 
recent contribution to the perennial search for the ideal human 

society.’ Such remarks add nothing of substance; indeed, they 
subtract by distracting from the issues at hand. Moreover, they 

suggest that the writer is unsure what to say, and is looking for a 
way to fill some space. You do not want to create that suspicion. 
Just get right to the point. 

 You should then revisit your introduction after you’ve written the 
essay. Confirm that what you said in the body of the essay is reflected in 

the introduction. If your argument shifted, update your introduction to 
reflect your actual structure and argument, and make sure that your 
argument answers the question. 

 
Body 

 

 Follow the order indicated in your introduction. Use signposts (‘Having 
demonstrated A, this essay will now explore B...’) to indicate to the reader 
that you are moving on to a new point. 

 Clarify more complex key terms or concepts, drawing on academic 
literature. 

 The first sentence of each paragraph should indicate the content of that 
paragraph. This should help you stay focused on the essay topic. 

 Use evidence and examples to illustrate the points you make. 

o Note: To include relevant evidence is not enough for high marks. 
You must clearly link the evidence to your argument, which in turn 

must address the question. 
 Write for an intelligent, but non-specialist, reader. 
 Stay focused. Ask yourself: 

o Why am I including this? 
o Is it relevant? 

o If yes, have I briefly explained why in the paper? 
 
Conclusion 

 

 Summarise your main arguments and findings. 
 Base your conclusion on the arguments and evidence you’ve examined. 

 Do not introduce new material at this stage. 
 You may make some remarks on the basis of your findings about potential 

future developments to provide an interesting finish to your 

essay/dissertation. 
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1.3.2 Argument: analysis v description 
 

Make sure you weight your work in favour of analysis. 
 

 Description tells us what 
o Description simply tells us what happened without probing more 

deeply. 

o Pure description will generally lead to a Third or Lower Second Class 
mark. 

 
 Analysis tells us why/how 

o Analysis means subjecting a theory or argument to questions and 

evidence to see how it holds up. 
o Higher marks go to analytical essays. 

 
 Argument demonstrates that you can exercise judgement 

o The best marks will go to essays that can combine analytical depth 

with a substantive and well-supported argument. 
o Argument is not the same as opinion. An argument is backed 

with reasons, analysis, evidence, and explanation. 
 

1.3.3 Originality 
 

‘Original’ does not mean that no one has thought of the idea before, but it does 
indicate that you have thought about the subject, researched it well, and made 

the subject matter your own. Don’t be afraid to suggest new ways of looking at 
ideas, but support your inspiration with reasoned argument. 
 

1.3.4 Quotations 
 

 Be relevant and selective. 

 Use quotes sparingly and only when you could not say it better and 
more concisely in your own words. 

 Overuse of quotes makes it difficult for the marker to tell how much you 

understand and often indicates that you haven’t read enough to be able to 
put your thoughts in your own words. For more on this, see ‘Over-use of 

quotations’. 
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1.3.5 Grammar and punctuation 
 

The following is a very brief overview of common grammar and punctuation 
errors to avoid. 

 
Its vs it’s It’s is a contraction of it is and should never be used in formal 

writing. (Don’t, won’t, shouldn’t, and haven’t are other 

contractions that should not be used in essays.) Its is 
possessive, indicating belonging to something, e.g. the dog 

wagged its tail. 
 
Plural v possessive Plural nouns (more than one of something) do not 

contain apostrophes, e.g. menus, taxis, babies, 
Conservatives. Apostrophes are used to indicate possession, 

e.g. the baby’s hat, the dog’s dinner, the Conservative’s 
speech, the restaurant’s menu. 

 

Plural possessive Place the apostrophe after the s for possessive plural nouns, 
e.g. the babies’ hats, the dogs’ dinner, the Conservatives’ 

election strategy, the restaurants’ menus. 
 
Years The same rules apply when talking about years/decades as 

with plurals and possessives. If you are talking about the 
Sixties, it should be 1960s, not 1960’s. Equally, apostrophes 

should not be used for acronyms, abbreviations, and 
initialisations: DVDs, not DVD’s (unless indicating 
possession); NGOs not NGO’s, etc. 

 
Semi-colons Semi-colons are used: 

1) To separate complete sentences that are related. In this 
case, a full stop could be put in the same place. 
‘I read the textbook; it was not very helpful.’ 

Semi-colons can also link sentences where the second 
sentence begins with otherwise, however, therefore, 

moreover, nevertheless, thus, etc. 
‘I read the textbook; however, it was not very helpful.’ 

2) To separate items in a list that already contains commas. 
The sentence is clarified by using a semi-colon. 
‘The prime minister’s accessories comprised of a red, white 

and blue scarf; a pair of patent leather pumps; and a thin, 
sparkling necklace.’ 

 
Colons Colons are used to introduce related information. The words 

that follow the colon frequently would not form a complete, 

grammatically correct sentence if placed in a sentence of 
their own. Colons can be used: 

1) At the beginning of a list, generally of three or more items. 
‘Topics discussed in this module include: the meaning of 
democracy, the omnipresence of politics, and the application 

of political theory. 
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2) To pause before introducing information that supports the 
previous statement. It could often be replaced with the words 
‘that is’ or ‘for example’. 

‘This evidence indicates that the Bush’s decision to invade 
Iraq was not about WMD: it was about pride and oil. 

 
Quotation punctuation In British English, if a quotation ends with a comma, 

full stop, semi-colon, or colon (everything except an 
exclamation point or question mark), the punctuation should 
be excluded from the quote. The grammatically logical 

punctuation should come after the inverted comma. When 
the quote is also followed by a bracketed citation, the 

punctuation should come after the brackets, not before. 
Meinecke argues that ‘ “cultural” nations are characterized by 
a high level of ethnic homogeneity’ (Heywood 2013: 111), 

though other scholars disagree. 
 

Comma splice A comma splice is when a comma is used to separate two 
complete sentences that should be separated by a semi-
colon, conjunction (because, as, although, etc.) or full stop. 

For example, ‘Thatcher had many enemies in her Cabinet, 
she was not a very patient person’ is a comma splice. 

 
Run-on sentence This occurs when a sentence that should be more than one 

complete sentence keeps going without adequate 

punctuation. This can be very confusing for readers. If you 
are unsure, try reading the sentence out loud. Each time you 

pause while reading the sentence indicates that you need to 
add punctuation. 

 

Spelling Please do not ignore the red squiggles that appear in word 
processors under words when they are misspelt. However, 

remember that spellcheckers cannot catch all spelling errors, 
and make sure that your spellchecker is set to English (UK), 
not English (US). 

 
2nd person Do not use second person (you) at all. ‘You’ is very 

chatty/informal and does not belong in formal writing. 
 
Contractions Contractions (don’t, won’t, etc.) should not be used in formal 

writing. All of these words should be written out in full form, 
e.g. do not, will not, etc. 

Note: students commonly mistakenly turn should’ve into 
‘should of’ instead of ‘should have’, mimicking its sound in 

spoken English. This should always be written as ‘have’. 
 
Ibid. and op. cit. These are only used with footnoted referencing systems. Ibid. 

should never be used in Harvard referencing. 
 

If you need more practice with grammar, have a look at the University of 
Bristol’s site on improving writing: 
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/arts/exercises/grammar/grammar_tutorial/ 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/arts/exercises/grammar/grammar_tutorial/


13 
 

1.4 Writing for different modules 
 

All of the modules in the School of Politics & IR fall into four teaching groups: 
theory, IR, comparative politics, and British politics. Although all of these fall 

within the discipline of politics, there is some variation in the style of writing in 
these areas. 
 

This section gives some general guidance on writing styles from each of the four 
teaching groups. The table below will help you identify which core modules fall 

into which teaching group. Examples of excellent submissions from all years and 
all groups are available on the School Community Page on Moodle. 
 

Teaching group Modules 

Theory Political Ideas in Revolution 
Political Ideas in Conflict 
Approaches to Political Studies 

Democracy & its Critics 
Social & Global Justice 

IR Understanding Global Politics 
Problems in Global Politics 

Civilisation & Barbarism 
IPE & Global Development 
Power & International Order 

Global Security 

Comparative & 

British Politics 

Power & the State/ Intro to Comp Pol 

British Political History since 1945/ Intro to European Politics 
Designing Political Research 

Politics & Society in Europe 
British Party Politics 
Government & Politics of the USA 

 

1.4.1 Theory essays 
 

 Use of first person is acceptable and even encouraged in political 
theory writing. You should use first person singular (‘I’) rather than plural 

(‘we’), as you are writing an essay individually. You are encouraged to 
‘own’ your arguments and to put them forward forcefully. It is perfectly 
legitimate to say ‘In this paper I will argue that …’. 

 
 Place the argument in the historical context. Placing ideas in 

historical context is important: it aids understanding, explains influences 
etc. However, there should not be too much detail. Make sure you indicate 
the relevance of the historical perspective to the theme being discussed. 

 
o But don’t let historical narrative dominate the essay; it should 

play a supporting rather than a starring role. 
 

 Avoid simply describing the theory. One way of doing this is to write 

an essay that argues for a definite conclusion, explicitly setting out the 
argument for the author’s position. Defending a thesis through argument 

means that you must be as critical of your own claims as you are of those 
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you are arguing against. In making an argument it will be necessary to 
refer to the work of others. In so doing, it is advantageous not only to 
elucidate, but also to appraise the views to which you are referring. 

 
o How convincing are the arguments for or against it? 

o Are there any relevant distinctions that the author has omitted? 
o Are the inferences valid and the premises of the argument sound? 

o Are the analogies used similar in all relevant respects? 
 

 Political theory essays do not require as much empirical evidence as, for 

instance, historical or political science essays. What is of primary 
importance is the quality of your reasoning and your understanding 

of the arguments and positions you discuss. If, however, empirical 
material is relevant it should be accurately stated. 

 

 Take the views under discussion seriously. Political theorists are not 
fools. If, as you describe the relevant parts of the views, you find yourself 

attributing foolish views to them, assume you have misinterpreted them. 
(Perhaps you have not, but treat ‘misinterpretation’ as the default 
setting.) One tactic for taking a view seriously is to “argue against 

yourself”. 
 

o Ask yourself how the thinker you are criticising would respond to 
your criticism. 

o Try to get “inside” the conception you are discussing; develop a 

sense of its internal integrity, and see if you are able to understand 
how someone (who may have strange ideas, but is neither a fool 

nor a sociopath) might have come to hold the view in question. 
 

 The books and articles you read are the product of sustained 

reflection, over a long period. The authors often distributed drafts of their 
manuscripts to other people, and then tried to incorporate responses to 

the objections they received. The result is not that their views are 
right, or coherent, or nice. But you can be sure that they have greater 
depth and coherence than you may suspect on first reading. 

 
 Clarity of expression and rigour of analysis are all important in 

writing political theory. This often requires much thought regarding how 
best to communicate ideas. Always re-read what you have written to see if 
it communicates what you are trying to say in a clear and convincing 

manner. Writing clearly is important. Some first steps to doing this can 
include making sure you are using short sentences, avoiding page-

long paragraphs, and being careful to signal transitions. 
 

Recommended political theory journals: 
 

 American Political Science Review 

 British Journal of Politics and International Relations 
 Ethics 

 European Journal of Political Theory 
 History of Political Thought 
 Journal of Political Ideologies 
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 Journal of Politics 
 Journal of the History of Ideas 
 Political Quarterly 

 Political Theory 
 

1.4.2 IR essays 
 

 You should use first person singular (‘I’) rather than plural (‘we’), as you 
are writing an essay individually. You are encouraged to ‘own’ your 

arguments and to put them forward forcefully. It is perfectly legitimate to 
say ‘In this paper I will argue that …’ 

 
 The discussion should avoid a he said/she said description of what 

authors have written. Instead, students should critique the arguments 
and counterarguments, identifying their strengths, weaknesses, and points 
of (dis-)agreement with each other. 

 
 Take a position. Don’t just state that a theory is correct. How is it 

correct? What does it fail to explain? What makes one theory better (or 
worse) than the others? 

 

 Students should provide a road map in the introduction to lay out 
clearly what they are going to do, how, and why. 

 
o What is the essay question you are addressing? 
o Why is the essay question important/interesting? 

o What is your theoretical approach? 
o What empirical issues are examined in the essay? How were they 

selected? 
o What is your line of argument? 
o How will your essay be structured? 

 
 Arguments should be placed within the context of ongoing debates in 

the literature. 
 

o What is the current understanding of the topic in the literature? 

o Why does the issue need resolution? Where does your essay fit in 
the literature? 

o Counterarguments should be considered. 
 

 The strongest arguments in IR are informed by theory. Consider which 

perspectives should inform your approach to the question. Provide a 
theoretical overview and discussion of the perspective relevant to your 

topic. 
 

o Don’t just describe what the various theorists say: provide a 
framework within which to examine your empirical cases. 

 

 Include empirical analysis that is based on the theoretical framework 
you set up. This means looking at real-world examples. The purpose of 

the empirical evidence might be: 
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o To provide support for a theory 
o To debunk a theory, showing that what is commonly accepted as 

correct might be wrong 

o To assess a degree (‘To what extent...?’) 
o To find differences and similarities between case studies 

o To examine the historical development 
 

Recommended IR journals: 
 

 British Journal of Politics and International Relations 

 European Journal of International Relations 
 International Affairs 

 International Organisation 
 International Security 
 International Studies Quarterly 

 International Studies Review 
 Journal of Strategic Studies 

 Millennium: Journal of International Studies 
 Security Dialogue2 
 Security Studies 

 Survival 
 World Politics 

 

1.4.3 Comparative politics essays 
 

 Students writing comparative politics essays are strongly encouraged to 

use empirical evidence (data). This could mean, for example, highlighting 
case studies, finding public opinion polls, looking at population data. It 

could also mean looking at government reports or parliamentary debates, 
where relevant. These are called primary sources. 

 

 Students should use primary sources (empirical evidence) to critique the 
secondary sources (academic literature). The primary sources should help 

to confirm or refute the arguments in the literature to build the overall 
argument. 

 

 Use of first person is acceptable and even encouraged in comparative 
politics essay writing. You should use first person singular (‘I’) rather than 

plural (‘we’), as you are writing an essay individually. You are encouraged 
to ‘own’ your arguments and to put them forward forcefully. It is perfectly 
legitimate to say ‘In this paper I will argue that …’ 

 
 Have a clear and coherent research question around which your entire 

answer is based. 
 

 Do rigorous library-based research. Identify what the major arguments 
are in the literature. 

 

o Who agrees with whom? 

                                       
2 University of Nottingham holdings of Millennium: Journal of International Studies and 

Security Dialogue are limited to specific years. 
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o Who disagrees? 
o Which side is more compelling, based on the evidence? 
o Is there something that both sides seem to be missing? 

 
Recommended comparative politics journals: 

 
 American Political Science Review 

 British Journal of Political Science 
 Comparative Political Studies 
 Comparative Politics 

 Electoral Studies 
 European Journal of Political Research 

 Journal of Common Market Studies 
 Journal of Democracy 
 Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 

 Political Analysis 
 PS: Political Science and Politics 

 West European Politics 
 
Recommended British politics journals: 

 
 British Journal of Politics and International Relations 

 British Politics 
 Government and Opposition 
 Parliamentary Affairs 

 Party Politics 
 Political Quarterly 

 Political Studies 
 Political Studies Review 
 Politics 
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1.5 Sources 

1.5.1 Finding sources 
 

1. Look in the module guide. This will contain some suggested sources to 
get you started. 

 
2. Go to the library.  

 

o Look up the books that relate to the subject of your essay using a 
keyword search in the library catalogue: 

http://aleph.nottingham.ac.uk. If you find a helpful book, look at all 
the books around it on the shelf. Library books are organised by 
subject area, so you’re likely to find something else useful. Check 

out any references your lecturer may have suggested you try.  
o Ask the subject librarian for help. 

 
3. Search the University’s eLibrary holdings: 

http://metalib.library.nottingham.ac.uk. The different tabs in the eLibrary 

Gateway will help you to find a database (a storehouse of electronic 
holdings), an eJournal (electronic editions of journals), or conduct a 

metasearch of several databases. 
 

4. Use a scholarly electronic database. Use a database like Google 

Scholar, Web of Knowledge (WoK), or the International Bibliography of 
Social Sciences (IBSS). 

 
o When conducting keyword searches, use speech marks around 

words in a phrase, e.g. “cultural diplomacy”. Otherwise, the 

database will simply search for the words cultural and diplomacy. To 
illustrate this, searching for “cultural diplomacy” on Google Scholar 

returns around 7,300 sources, but searching for cultural diplomacy 
returns 267,000 sources. This will help you narrow your results to 
phrases more relevant to you. 

o Using a * at the end of a root word will search for all variants of 
that word. For example, searching IBSS for immigration UK returns 

1,080 matches. However, if I search for immigr* UK, it will include 
variants like immigrate, immigrant, and immigration, increasing the 

results to 1,861. Google generally searches for word variants like 
this automatically. 

o When you find something useful, have a look not only at the 

sources they cite in their bibliography but also at who cited them 
(available under ‘Cited By’). 

o Be careful: not everything on Google Scholar is a reliable academic 
source; anything you find on WoK or the IBSS is. 

 

5. Use other libraries. 
 

o University of Nottingham students can access Nottingham Trent 
University libraries. While you cannot take out books, NTU has 
some book and journal holdings that are not available at UoN. 

http://aleph.nottingham.ac.uk/
http://metalib.library.nottingham.ac.uk/
https://scholar.google.co.uk/
https://scholar.google.co.uk/
http://apps.webofknowledge.com/
http://search.proquest.com/ibss/index
http://search.proquest.com/ibss/index
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o If you live near another university outside of term-time, you may 
have access to its library through SCONUL. Some SCONUL member 
libraries will even let you take out books, though most provide 

access on a reference-only basis. You must sign up for SCONUL 
through your home university. To sign up or find out about 

participating libraries, go to: http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sconul-access  
 

1.5.2 Academic v non-academic sources 
 

Many students struggle to distinguish between academic (also referred to as 
scholarly) sources and non-academic sources. 

 
The main difference between these sources arises in the publication process. 

Academic sources go through a scholarly peer review process. How does this 
work? An expert submits a publication. The publication is sent out to be 
reviewed by other experts, usually in an anonymised format. The experts 

independently review the piece and send their comments back to the editor with 
suggested revisions. The writer then undertakes these revisions, which are 

approved by the reviewers before the piece finally goes for publication. Many 
submissions fail to meet the required standard and are sent back for 
considerable re-working before publication. (The top political science journals in 

the world only accept around 10 per cent of submissions.) Academic publications 
generally share results of original research or review others’ research and are 

aimed at a specialist audience. 
 
Non-scholarly sources, on the other hand, may be written by anyone. They 

might also be written by experts, but they will not have gone through a rigorous 
peer review process. Referencing is not as extensive as academic sources and 

may sometimes be missing entirely. They are more likely to contain opinion and 
may not present a balanced approach that weighs up both sides of the 
argument. They may be published for profit. The author(s) might not be named. 

Non-scholarly sources are usually published to entertain or give a broad 
overview and are aimed at a general audience. Non-academic, fictional sources 

(like The West Wing, House of Cards, and Breaking Bad) may sometimes raise 
relevant issues and serve to provide examples. It is important to indicate that 
you understand that such sources are non-academic and to use them carefully. 

 
Books are not all academic sources. If you find one in the Hallward Library, it 

should be an acceptable source of an academic essay. You should be cautious 
about books found elsewhere. 
 

Common academic publishers in the UK include: 
 Cambridge University Press 

 Oxford University Press 
 Palgrave Macmillan 

 Pearson 
 Polity 
 Routledge 

 SAGE 
For a full list of academic publishers, see: 

https://services.exeter.ac.uk/bfa/az.htm 
 

http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sconul-access
https://services.exeter.ac.uk/bfa/az.htm
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Common non-academic publishers include: 
 Random House 
 Harper 

 Scribner 
 Simon & Schuster 

 Norton 
 

Other sources fall into somewhat of a grey area, such as think-tank reports. You 
can make a convincing argument for using such sources, but you should use 
them cautiously and critically, alert to their weaknesses. On some topics, 

especially current affairs, you may find little academic literature but might 
instead find think-tank reports, government papers, or House of Commons 

Library research papers. Make sure that you use a reputable source, and do not 
use these sources whilst ignoring the academic literature. Be especially conscious 
of the political agenda and any partisan background of think-tanks. 

 
For an excellent overview of the main think-tanks in the UK, their political 

orientation, and their issue focus, see: 
 
Meegan, Frances (2010) ‘Think Tanks in the UK’, University of Cambridge 

Careers Service. Available at: 
http://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/pdocahss/ukthinktanks.pdf (Accessed 4 

Aug 2014). 
 
Lecture and seminar notes and hand-outs 

Lecture notes/hand-outs and seminar notes are not scholarly sources for the 
purposes of university assessments. They should not be relied upon and should 

never be quoted to write essays or exam answers. Lectures are primarily to 
guide you through a topic and will frequently draw from a range of sources, while 
seminars are for discussion about set reading(s) and to help you deepen your 

understanding of that topic. While they may raise relevant ideas and facts for 
answering the question, you should always follow up that information using 

a scholarly source. Lectures and seminar discussions have not been subject to 
the rigorous peer review process necessary for scholarly sources. If you need 
help finding the source of the information contained in the lecture, ask the 

lecturer! Writing a good essay requires much individual work outside lectures 
and seminars. Evidence of independent reading and thought will be rewarded. 

 

1.5.3 Taking notes 
 

1. Read the relevant sections and make notes. It is not sufficient simply 

to replicate your lecture notes or paraphrase one textbook. Most 
paragraphs in your essay should contain more than one source.  

 
o Listing lots of sources you have not used in your bibliography will 

not fool the people marking your work. They will be looking for 
evidence in the text of your essay that you have used the sources 
you list. Even if you have read something, do not include it in the 

bibliography unless you cite it in the essay. 
 

2. Use sources critically. Academics are not infallible, and they rarely all 
agree with each other. You need to read enough that you start noticing 

http://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/pdocahss/ukthinktanks.pdf
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where different authors agree and disagree with each other. Is there 
something you think all of them missed? Use this to help you build a more 
nuanced argument. Let the sources ‘speak’ to each other to help 

strengthen your points. Being critical doesn’t just mean being negative, 
though: you can also bring out good points. 

 

1.5.4 Number of sources 
 
Students frequently ask, ‘How many sources is enough?’ The answer to this 

varies depending on the type of sources you use and how thoroughly you engage 
with them. For example, when writing a theory essay, you might engage very 

deeply with fewer sources because of the focus on building a logical argument 
and putting forward your own ideas. On the other hand, when writing a 

comparative politics essay, you might have far more sources, but you might only 
use one or two ideas from some of them. 
 

The rule of thumb for knowing you’ve read enough is to reach the point where 
you: 

 
 Start to notice that you’ve read similar arguments in other sources; 
 Can identify the most influential scholars on the topic; and 

 Can see where the main areas of disagreement between different scholars 
are. 

 
For more help in finding and organising sources, see: 
 

Open University (2014) ‘Skills in Accessing, Finding & Reviewing Information 
(Safari)’, Open University. Available at: http://www.open.ac.uk/safari/ 

(Accessed 24 Jul 2014). 
  

  

http://www.open.ac.uk/safari/
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2 Formatting and submission 
 

These instructions should be followed when preparing your coursework for 
submission. If you do not follow these instructions, you should expect to lose 

marks (unnecessarily — these are easy things to do!). 
 

2.1 Formatting 
 

Font Verdana (11pt), Times New Roman (12pt), Arial (12pt), Calibri 
(11pt), Garamond (12pt), Cambria (11 pt) 

Verdana is the preferred font at the University of Nottingham. 
 

Spacing 1.5 or 2.0 (double-line) spacing for the body of the essay, 1.0 
spacing for the bibliography. 

Note: 1.5 spacing is not the same as 1.15, the Word default 
spacing for versions 2007 onwards. 

 

Headings Headings may be useful for coursework exceeding 3,000 
words. Headings should be distinguished from the rest of the 

text by one/a combination of use of larger font, bold, or 
italics. Although sub-headings will give the reader a visual 
clue that you are moving on to a new topic, you still need to 

have a central argument, sign-posting, and flow between 
sections. 

(You may refer to the headings used in this document and 
the module guide as an indication of what this looks like.) 

 

Title Your chosen essay title should be printed exactly as it 
appears in the list of assessed essay titles at the beginning of 

the first page of your essay. 
 
Student ID Student ID should appear in the heading of every page. Do 

not include your name anywhere on the essay. 
 

Page numbers Page numbers should appear in the header or footer of every 
page. 

 

Word count Submitted coursework should be within a 10% margin of 
the allotted word count. This means a 2,000-word essay 

should be between 1,800 (-200) and 2,200 (+200) words. 
This does not apply to all Schools, so please check with 
other Schools when taking modules outside of Politics & IR. 

Your word count should be placed between the end of the 
body of the report and the bibliography. The word count 

includes everything (including headings) from the 
introduction through the conclusion. It includes all 
footnotes – even if you are using a footnoted 

referencing system. It does not include the research 
question typed at the top of the first page, the contents of 

tables and figures, the bibliography, or appendixes. 
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Printing You may print coursework double-sided for submission. You 
must submit two hard copies with one coversheet. One 
copy will be returned to you; the other will be kept on file in 

the School. 
 

Referencing We encourage you to use the Harvard (author-date) 
referencing system (in-text bracketed citations), as it is the 

standard in politics. You may use a footnoted referencing 
system but must use it consistently. Be aware that footnoted 
systems will use up your word count unnecessarily. See 

‘Referencing guide’ for more detail. 
 

Footnotes Footnotes (which occur at the bottom of each page) should 
be used judiciously and only when necessary. They will 
usually only be relevant in the later stages of your degree. 

Footnotes may be used when there is an additional piece of 
relevant information you wish to include which simply does 

not fit in the flow of the paragraph. Remember that footnotes 
count towards your word count, however, so these should 
only be used to avoid interrupting your argument and not as 

a way of ‘hiding’ words. Endnotes (which occur at the end of 
the entire document) should be avoided completely. 

 
Tables If you use a table, it should be accompanied by a label and a 

citation. The label should be placed above the top of the table 

and should be numbered consecutively according to their 
order of appearance in the essay (if you use more than one), 

e.g. Table 1. It should be accompanied by a name that 
indicates what information is contained in the table, e.g. 
Table 1: Comparison of gender in political science 

publications, 1990-2010. Underneath the table, you need to 
indicate the source(s) of the data. If the table is directly from 

a source you read, the citation should be prefaced with 
‘Source:’, and the bracketed citation is the same as that for 
quoted material. If it is from a dataset but you calculated the 

data yourself, put ‘Source:’ with the citation of the dataset, 
followed by ‘own calculations’, e.g. Source: North (1990) OR 

European Social Survey (2014), own calculations. 
 
Figures Figures follow the same rules as for tables, but rather than 

using the label ‘Table’, use ‘Figure’, e.g. Figure 1: Ethnic 
minorities in the UK, 2011. 
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2.2 Submission 
 

Key information: 
 

 Hand the essay in by the deadline unless you have been granted an 
extension. 

 

o 5 marks per normal working day or part thereof (including 
outside of term-time but excluding weekends, public holidays and 

university closure days) are deducted from essays submitted late. 
 

 Make sure that you are in the queue/online early enough to give yourself 

sufficient time to hand in the essay before the 4:00p.m. cut-off point. 
 

o IT failure, printer problems, and long queues will not be 
accepted as an excuse. 

o If you have any problems during submission it is important that 

you speak to the Politics School Office as soon as possible. 
 

 If you have extenuating circumstances that affect your work, please 
contact the Student Support Officer, Mrs Maria Wade 
(maria.wade@nottingham.ac.uk) as soon as possible. Extension requests 

must be submitted before the deadline. 
 

PLEASE NOTE: The submission box is emptied at 4pm every day. If your essay is 
not there it will not be marked as submitted. 
 

 
 

For Politics and IR modules, you will be asked to submit your work in one of 
two ways: 
 

1) Hard copy AND electronic copy 
2) Electronic copy ONLY 

 
Please check your MODULE handbook for details on how your work should be 

submitted for each submission. 
 

  

mailto:maria.wade@nottingham.ac.uk


25 
 

2.2.1 How to Submit the Electronic Copy to Turnitin 
 

1) Log into Moodle and find the module for which you are submitting work 
 

2) Find the assignment submission area link 
 

 
 

3) Click on the ‘My Submissions’ tab 
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4) Complete the following page 
 

 
 

 
  

FOR ELECTRONIC ONLY SUBMISSION: 
 
These instructions must be followed exactly. 

 
Save your file on your computer in the following format: 
 

Your student ID_Module Code_1516 

 
For example, if your student number was 1234567 and you were studying 
M11014 in academic year 2015/16 your file name should be titled as follows: 

 

1234567_M11014_1516 
 
Use the same information for the Submission Title on Turnitin, followed by 

the essay title. 
 

Your student ID number MUST be the first element of your Turnitin 
Submission Title. We will otherwise be unable to find students with extensions 
or missing submissions. 

 
For example, if you were writing a critical review of Smith and Jones, your 

Submission Title would be: 
 

1234567_M11014_1516 Critical review of Smith and Jones 

 

Do not include your name in the Submission Title or your file name. That will 
remove the anonymity from the marking process. 
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5) After adding submission the screen will display a ‘synchronising data’ 
message before confirming your upload has been successful 

 

6) After confirmation, you can click on the essay title to view your Turnitin 
Paper ID Number. You will also receive an email to your university 

account to confirm your Turnitin number – please ensure your email inbox 
is not full!  

 

2.2.2 How to Submit your Hard Copies 
 

 Modules starting M11*** require ONE hard copy to be submitted 

 Modules starting M12***, M13*** or M14*** require TWO hard 
copies to be submitted 

 
The submission box for Politics and IR work is located in the foyer of the West 
Wing entrance to the Law and Social Sciences Building. 

 
1) Complete electronic submission first in order to obtain your Turnitin 

Paper ID number. (See instructions above. This is not the same as your 
student ID number!) 
 

2) Ensure that your student ID number is printed in the header of every 
page and that your name does not appear anywhere on the essay. 

 
3) Complete ONE coversheet for each submission, even if submitting two 

hard copies.  

 
 Make sure you write the correct seminar tutor; this is not 

necessarily the module convenor but is the person who taught you 
in small groups. 

 

4) Use the Date Stamp Machine in the foyer to print the time on the 
coversheet AND the first page of your essay. 

 
5) Paper clip (not staple!) your essay(s) and coversheet together. 

 

6) Wet the adhesive in the top right and turn the corner over so your work 
is anonymous. 

 
7) Submit your essay in the appropriate drawer. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: Do not be dishonest! 
 Scams include: 

o Date-stamping the coversheet, but not the essay 
o Date-stamping the paper before running it through the printer 

 Student then goes off to finish the essay 
 Admin staff empty the bins promptly and will spot these scams 
 It is a serious academic offence to cheat in this way 
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3 Referencing guide 
 

The School of Politics and IR prefers students to use the Harvard referencing 
system, also called the author-date system. This system uses bracketed citations 

within the body of the text rather than footnotes and should be accompanied by 
a bibliography at the end. There are some variations within the Harvard system, 
but the important thing is to be consistent in your formatting throughout and to 

make sure that you include all important information so that your reader would 
be able to find the exact source if desired. 

 
The employment of an alternative system of referencing may be permissible in 

some cases. If in doubt please consult the module leader before writing your 
essay. 
 

3.1 Why reference? 
 

 To demonstrate knowledge of key material 

 To avoid plagiarism 
 To give the reader a source to follow up if interested 
 To follow professional standards for academic writing 

 Whether using a direct quote, paraphrasing, or summarising, if the idea 
wasn’t yours to start with, it needs a citation! For more about what 

constitutes common knowledge, see the section ‘Common knowledge’. 
 

3.2 How to reference: in-text references 
 

Within the text, references have to be indicated in brackets after the quotation or 
paraphrase by providing author, year of publication and exact page or range of 

pages on which the information is found. The only circumstances when page 
number(s) do not need to be included are: 
 

 When you have paraphrased the idea of the whole source 
 When page numbers are not available, e.g. for a web page 

 

3.2.1 General Formatting 
 
There are some minor variations in the formatting of bracketed citations. For 

example, you could cite the same material in the following ways: 
 

Hindmoor (2010: 42) explains, ‘The rational choice approach to the study of 
politics involves the application of the method of economics to the study of 
politics’. 

 
OR 

 
‘The rational choice approach to the study of politics involves the application of 
the method of economics to the study of politics’ (Hindmoor 2010: 42). 
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The content of the bracketed citations may be formatted (Hindmoor 2010, p. 42) 
or (Hindmoor 2010: 42). If you choose (Hindmoor 2010, p. 42), please note: p. 
means a single page; pp. means a range of pages, e.g. 

 (Hindmoor 2010, p. 42) 
 (Hindmoor 2010, pp. 1-3, 42) 

 
Note: ibid. and op. cit. should not be used in Harvard referencing. They 

are only used in footnoted referencing systems. If you are referring to the same 
author again in the same paragraph, you will have to write their name again. 
 

3.2.2 Names 
 
The in-text citation should only include the surname of the author(s), e.g. 

(Smith 2008: 42) or (Jones and Patel 2010: 16). First initials of authors should 
only be used if you are dealing with multiple different authors who have the 
same surname, e.g. James Smith and Margaret Smith. These would then become 

(J. Smith 2008: 42) and (M. Smith 2011: 36). 
 

3.2.3 Sources with multiple authors 
 
Sources with more than three authors should be cited in the text by the first 
listed author’s name followed by et al., e.g. (Miller et al. 2005: 26). You should 

always list the authors in the same order as they are listed on the source; this is 
not always alphabetical. All authors should be listed in the bibliographical entry. 

 

3.2.4 Multiple sources 
 
If multiple authors make the same point (this is a good thing to notice!), 

summarise the argument and put all of the sources in a single set of brackets, 
separating the sources by a semi-colon. The sources should be listed in the 

chronological order of publication. If you have multiple sources published in the 
same year, sort them alphabetically by author surname. For example: Many 
authors argue that the voting system matters for voter turnout (Patel 1999: 59; 

Jones 2003: 65; Wozniaki 2003: 98; Smith 2009: 5). 
 

3.2.5 Multiple publications with same year and author 
 
If there are several items by the same author(s) in the same year (e.g. 1978) 
you can identify them as (1978a) and (1978b) and so on. You should sort the 

sources alphabetically and apply a, b, c, in the order in which the sources appear 
alphabetically. The in-text reference then becomes (Smith 2009a: 67). 

 

3.2.6 Chapters in edited volumes 
 
If you’re using a book that has different authors listed for each chapter, only cite 

the chapter author in the in-text citation. For example, say you were using Vivien 
Lowndes’ chapter in Theory and Methods in Political Science, which was edited by 

David Marsh and Gerry Stoker. The in-text citation would simply be (Lowndes 
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2010: 65). If you were using multiple chapters from such a book, you would 
need to cite according to the author of the particular chapter you’re referring to. 
  

3.2.7 Source within a source 
 
Say you read Lowndes’ chapter, where she refers to Peter Hall’s 1986 

publication. The best thing to do would be to find and read Hall’s publication 
yourself. If you don’t, however, you should cite this as a source within a source. 
This can be indicated by formatting your in-text citation (Hall 1986, cited in 

Lowndes 2010: 73). The same is true if you want to use a direct quote that is in 
the source you read and have not read the original source yourself. Be honest! 

 

3.2.8 Online sources 
 

Be very careful about your use of internet sources. Academic journal articles, 
while you might read them online, are counted as print sources and are fine. You 
should use other websites, including newspapers, carefully. You might use 

them as a reference for an event that has happened, but you should not depend 
on them for reliable commentary even when they are written by academics.  

This is because academic journals and books go through a peer review process 
to check the accuracy and reliability of the content, which does not happen for 
most online sources, including newspaper articles. 

 
In-text citations for web pages should look exactly the same as citations for 

other types of sources. Do not paste the URL in the in-text citation. Instead, 
use the author surname (if known) or the organisation name (if author’s name is 
unavailable) and the year (if known). For example, if you are citing an article 

from the online edition of The Guardian newspaper that appeared on 7 July 
2014, the in-text citation would be (Goodwin and Milazzo 2014). If using BBC 

News, on the other hand, the journalist is frequently not listed, so you would use 
(BBC News 2014). If neither the author nor the date is available, use the 
organisation name and n.d. to indicate no date, e.g. (Runnymede Trust n.d.). 

 

3.2.9 Legal documents 
 

Legal documents generally use articles, sections, and sometimes paragraph 
numbers rather than pages to indicate the text referenced. Use the short title 
and year of the act, followed by Art. (article), s. or ss. (section or sections), and 

subsections/paragraphs in individual brackets, e.g. Human Rights Act 1998, s. 
19(1)(b). 

 
For more detail about citing legal documents, see: 
https://ilrb.cf.ac.uk/citingreferences/oscola/tutorial/ 

 

3.2.10 Audio/video 
 

Cite audio or video using the italicised programme name in the place of the 
author for television or radio, using the record label or studio in place of a 
publisher. If the source is online, cite it like an online source, using the creator’s 

https://ilrb.cf.ac.uk/citingreferences/oscola/tutorial/
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name (if known) as the author or the programme or organisation name if the 
creator’s name is unavailable. For either type, cite the hours (if applicable), 
minutes and seconds in lieu of page numbers, e.g. (The West Wing 2003: 26:03-

24) to indicate the segment to which you’re referring occurs at twenty-six 
minutes and three through twenty-four seconds. 

 

3.3 How to reference: footnoted system 
 
If you are a joint honours student with a department in Humanities, you may be 

used to using footnoted (AKA ‘Oxford’ or ‘Chicago’) referencing. You may provide 
your references in footnotes but should remember that footnotes are included in 

the word count. 
 

This section gives a very brief overview of the footnoted system. If you choose to 
use this system, you should consult a fuller guide, such as: 
 

Monash University (2014) ‘Chicago Referencing Overview’, Citing and 
Referencing. Available at: 

http://guides.lib.monash.edu/content.php?pid=346637&sid=2835389 
(Accessed 27 Aug 2014). 

 

University of New South Wales (2014) ‘The Footnote/Bibliography or “Oxford” 
Referencing System’, Academic Skills. Available at: 

https://student.unsw.edu.au/footnote-bibliography-or-oxford-referencing-
system (Accessed 27 Aug 2014). 

 

In footnoted references, you have to give the full reference the first time you 
refer to a particular item in the same way as you would give the reference in the 

bibliography following the Harvard System. This system does still require a 
bibliography at the end. Once you have given the full citation of a piece of work, 
subsequent references can be shortened. 

 
After the first full footnote of a work, subsequent citations of the work can make 

use of Ibid. if the next citation comes immediately i.e. with no intervening 
citations to the work of other authors 
 

Ibid., p6 
 

If another author is cited between the first citation of a work and then the 
second/subsequent, citations would be 
 

Name of author, op. cit. p6 
 

  

http://guides.lib.monash.edu/content.php?pid=346637&sid=2835389
https://student.unsw.edu.au/footnote-bibliography-or-oxford-referencing-system
https://student.unsw.edu.au/footnote-bibliography-or-oxford-referencing-system
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3.4 How to reference: quotations 
 

Using quotations allows you to include the ideas/words of others by referring 
directly to their work. You can avoid accusations of plagiarism – using the ideas 

and words of another person in your work without acknowledgement – by using 
quotations. 
 

3.4.1 Less than three lines long 
 
If a quotation is less than three lines long put it in inverted commas and 

incorporate it in the text. 
 

EXAMPLE 

 
Hence assertions within Open Marxism such as ‘the proletariat conducts its daily 

struggle in local-cum-national settings’ (Burnham 1998: 197), but not beyond, 
are simply incommensurate with contemporary aspects of globalisation. 
 

3.4.2 More than three lines long 
 
If a quotation is more than three lines long, separate it from the text so that it 

appears as a separate paragraph. The whole quotation should be single-spaced. 
When the quote is separated and indented, you should only include quotation 
marks if they appear in the original text, e.g. a quote or citation that occurs 

within the original. 
 

EXAMPLE 
 

Across neo-Gramscian perspectives, patterns of production relations are taken as 

the starting-point for analysis, which should not be taken as a move that reduces 
everything to production in an economistic sense. 

 
Production…is to be understood in the broadest sense. It is not confined to 
the production of physical goods used or consumed. It covers the 

production and reproduction of knowledge and of the social relations, 
morals and institutions that are prerequisites to the production of physical 

goods (Cox 1989: 39). 
 

3.4.3 Quote within a quote 
 
If a quotation contains another quotation within it, use inverted commas on the 
outside and speech marks on the inside. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 
It is therefore an appreciation of how ideas and intellectual activity can ‘assume 
the fanatical granite compactness of...“popular beliefs” which assume the same 

energy as “material forces”’ (Gramsci 1971: 404). 
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3.4.4 Interrupted quotes 
 

You might find a couple of sentences that have the information you want in 
precisely those words, but some of the words in the sentence are not necessary 

to the point you want to make. In this case, you should use an ellipsis (three full 
stops) to indicate that you have omitted words. You must make sure that using 
an ellipsis does not fundamentally change the author’s conclusions. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 
Original: 
‘Usually modern citizenship is defined as a personal status consisting of a body of 

universal rights (i.e., legal claims on the state) and duties held equally by all 
legal members of a nation-state (Marshall 1964; Brubaker 1992)’ (Somers 1993: 

588). 
 
With ellipsis: 

It is ‘a personal status consisting of a body of universal rights…held equally by all 
legal members of a nation-state’ (Somers, 1993: 588). 

 

3.4.5 Over-use of quotations 
 
Although the use of quotations is a way of avoiding committing an act of 

plagiarism, excessive use of quotations in an essay is poor academic practice and 
will be penalised. You should not let your sources do your talking for you. The 

idea is to make a point of your own, in your own words, and then back it up with 
relevant evidence. Sometimes, but not always, this will be in the form of a short 
quotation, which should be properly referenced. 

 
Quotations should be used in place of your own words, as in the following 

example: 
 

According to Hobbes, men in a state of nature would be pre-occupied with 

self-defence, protecting themselves and their belongings from other 
competitive, selfish individuals, in a permanent struggle for power. It 

would be a state in which ‘all were at war with all’ and the life of man 
would be ‘solitary, poor nasty, brutish and short’ (Hobbes 1651: 186). 

 

3.4.6 Common knowledge 
 
Facts, dates, events, and information that are widely known by those 

studying/working in a given field are referred to as ‘common knowledge’, e.g. 
the UK is a parliamentary democracy; Tony Blair was prime minister from 1997 

to 2007. However, this same information may not be common knowledge to 
you because you have not yet encountered it from a variety of sources. When 
trying to decide whether you need to reference a piece of information, answer 

two questions: 
 Did you know this before starting your course? 

 Did this information come from your own thoughts, or did it come from 
someone else? 
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If you did not know this information prior to starting your course or did not come 
up with the idea on your own, you need to find a reference for it. 
 

3.5 Paraphrasing  
 

3.5.1 What is it? 
 

Paraphrasing means putting someone else’s ideas in your own words, 
accompanied by a reference to the original source. 
 

If you do not directly quote someone’s words but use their ideas and/or 
arguments, then this must be acknowledged by a citation in the text and a 

bibliographical entry. Paraphrasing usually means rewording a particular 
segment of text and should be accompanied by precise page references. If you 

do not include appropriate page references, your reader/examiner will find it 
very difficult to follow up the source of your argument. 
 

Citation of specific page numbers is only unnecessary if you are summarising the 
argument of the entire book/article, in which case you should reference the 

author and year but should not include the page range of the entire source. 
 

EXAMPLE 

 
Original text: 

‘RCI proposes that institutions change or break down as soon as they become 
dysfunctional, or when alternative institutional arrangements provide actors with 
a more attractive solution’ (Stacey and Rittberger 2003: 867). 

 
Paraphrase: 

According to RCI, institutional change occurs when the institution is no longer fit 
for purpose or when actors perceive a different arrangement would be more 
beneficial (Stacey & Rittberger, 2003: 867). 

 

3.5.2 Why paraphrase? 
 

Paraphrasing can serve many purposes in academic writing, including: 
 

 To help you to express a point more concisely. 

 To summarise the same idea that is expressed in multiple sources. 
 To demonstrate to the reader that you understand the material well 

enough to say it in your own words. 
 

3.5.3 How do I paraphrase? 
 

To paraphrase, you need to re-word the idea substantially, not just change out a 
couple of words. All paraphrases should be accompanied by a bracketed 

reference that identifies the precise page(s) where the idea appears. If you 
struggle not to copy the author’s words, try reading the section that you want to 
paraphrase, then set the source aside and, without looking at it, try to write 
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down what the key idea was. If you really struggle not to use a particular 
author’s words, this may indicate that you haven’t read widely enough yet. You 
will find that, the more you have read on the subject, the easier it gets to put 

things in your own words because you have read different formulations by 
several different authors. If you really can’t say it better yourself and the quote 

is very concise or uses particular words that make your point forcefully, this is 
the right time to use a direct quote. 

 

3.5.4 What’s the difference between paraphrasing and summarising? 
 
Paraphrasing is connected to re-wording a particular passage and should always 

be accompanied by a specific page reference. Summarising means giving an 
overview of the larger argument of a whole chapter, article, or book in a few 

sentences. Most summaries do not need to be accompanied by a specific page 
reference. 
 

For more information on this topic, see: 
 

University of New South Wales (2014) ‘Paraphrasing, Summarising and Quoting’, 
Academic Skills. Available at: https://student.unsw.edu.au/paraphrasing-
summarising-and-quoting (Accessed 26 Aug 2014). 

 

  

https://student.unsw.edu.au/paraphrasing-summarising-and-quoting
https://student.unsw.edu.au/paraphrasing-summarising-and-quoting
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3.6 Plagiarism and academic misconduct 
 

Academic misconduct comes in many forms and can be both intentional and 
unintentional. Ignorance is not an excuse! Common forms of academic 

misconduct with regards to assessment are: 
 

 Plagiarism 

 Cheating 
 Collusion 

 Citing sources you have not read 
 

3.6.1 Plagiarism 
 

Plagiarism is taking or using another person’s thoughts, writings or inventions 
as your own. Plagiarism can be intentional or unintentional. Unintentional 

plagiarism usually arises from insufficient citations, either from an incomplete 
understanding of what information requires citations or from a failure to take 
adequate notes about sources of information whilst researching a topic. Whether 

intentional or unintentional, however, it is still plagiarism. 
 

Using other people’s work without acknowledgement is a form of intellectual 
dishonesty. It is often a breach of copyright and usually constitutes plagiarism. 
The main forms of plagiarism are: 

 
1. Verbatim (word-for-word) plagiarism – also sometimes called cut-and-

paste plagiarism because it involves lifting an entire section from someone 
else’s work and including it, word for word, in your own work without 
quotation marks or proper attribution. 

 
2. Selective plagiarism – specific unique words or phrases are copied 

without quotation marks, even though they may or may not be 
accompanied by a citation. If you are not sure about what requires 
quotation marks, ask your tutor!  

 
3. Paraphrased plagiarism – the analysis does not use the words and 

phrases of the original source but puts forward the same ideas, in the 
same order, without proper attribution. 

 
The main sources of plagiarism are: 
 

1. Plagiarism of sources – this is the most common form, usually involving 
taking ideas from a book/article without proper acknowledgement. 

 
2. Plagiarism of other students – this arises from submitting other students’ 

work as your own, whether from working together (see ‘Collusion’) or 

without the others’ knowledge and permission. 
 

3. Self-plagiarism – although it may sound strange, you can plagiarise 
yourself by not acknowledging material that you have submitted for 
previous assessments. Because each assessment is supposed to constitute 

new work, you should avoid choosing topics that lead you to the 
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submission of the same work twice. If it is unavoidable (for example, an 
idea in your dissertation that you had begun to develop in coursework) 
you must cite yourself to indicate that this idea was previously submitted. 

 
To avoid plagiarism you must make sure that quotations, facts and ideas from 

whatever source, even if paraphrased, are clearly identified and attributed at 
the point where they occur in the text of your work by using one of the 

standard conventions for referencing. It is not enough just to list sources in 
a bibliography at the end of your essay or dissertation if you do not 
acknowledge the actual quotations or paraphrases in the body of your essay. 

Neither is it acceptable to change some of the words or the order of sentences if, 
by failing to acknowledge the source properly, you give the impression that it is 

your own work. 
 
The School of Politics and International Relations uses Turnitin software to assist 

in the identification of cases of plagiarism. 
 

For more information about and examples of plagiarism, see: 
 
iParadigms (2014) ‘What is Plagiarism?’, Plagiarism.org. Available at: 

http://www.plagiarism.org/ (Accessed 27 Aug 2014). 
 

Purdue University Calumet (2014) ‘Examples of Plagiarism’, Academic Integrity. 
Available at: http://webs.purduecal.edu/integrity/examplesp/examples-of-
plagiarism/ (Accessed 27 Aug 2014). 

 
Princeton University (2011) ‘Examples of Plagiarism’, Academic Integrity at 

Princeton. Available at: 
http://www.princeton.edu/pr/pub/integrity/pages/plagiarism/ (Accessed 
27 Aug 2014). 

 

3.6.2 Collusion 
 

Collusion means working with other students to create a piece of work when this 
is not allowed. There are some assessments, like group presentations, where 
group-produced work is allowed and even expected; but most coursework is to 

be produced individually. Tutors will make it clear when working together is 
permitted. In all other cases, while you are welcome to discuss your ideas with 

each other in order to come to a greater understanding of the topic, your work 
should be produced individually. 
 

Collusion can also arise in group work if a student does more work and allows 
group members to copy it or if a student does less work and copies others’ work 

to receive the same marks. Collusion can take place with or without the consent 
of all students involved. 

 
If you are worried about collusion, you should talk with the module convenor, 
your personal tutor, or the tutor who will be responsible for assessing your work. 

 

  

http://www.plagiarism.org/
http://webs.purduecal.edu/integrity/examplesp/examples-of-plagiarism/
http://webs.purduecal.edu/integrity/examplesp/examples-of-plagiarism/
http://www.princeton.edu/pr/pub/integrity/pages/plagiarism/
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3.6.3 Citing sources you have not read 
 

When you haven’t done enough reading, there is always a temptation to add 
sources you saw cited in the material you read to your bibliography and to cite 

the original source, which you haven’t read, in the in-text citation. This is poor 
academic practice and will cause you to lose marks. It is better to be honest 
about which sources you actually read than to try to sneak in sources you 

haven’t and getting caught. 
 

 
Full details of the university rules on matters of academic cheating, including 
plagiarism, can be found in the Student Handbook and the Quality Manual for 

Students on the university’s website: 
 

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/academicservices/qualitymanual/assessmentanda
wards/academic-misconduct.aspx 
  

  

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/academicservices/qualitymanual/assessmentandawards/academic-misconduct.aspx
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/academicservices/qualitymanual/assessmentandawards/academic-misconduct.aspx
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3.7 How to reference: bibliography 
 

At the end of the essay, the Harvard System requires a list of all your material. 
While titled ‘Bibliography’, it is actually a list of works cited. This means you may 

only include sources you actually cited in the body of the essay and should not 
include other things you read but did not cite. 
 

Starting Your bibliography should start at the top of a new page. To 
do this on Windows computers, hold down CTRL and press 

Enter. This will create a page break. 
 
Order of sources Bibliographies should be alphabetised by author surname 

(or organisation, if the author is unknown) and should 
conform to the Harvard/author-date style. Sources should 

not be sorted by type, only alphabetised, unless otherwise 
directed by the module convenor. Multiple items by the same 
author are placed in date order. 

 
Spacing Bibliographical entries should not be numbered or bullet-

pointed. The bibliography should be single-spaced with 
either a gap between entries or hanging indents (this means 
the first line of each entry aligns with the margin of the page 

any lines after it are indented, the opposite of a normal 
paragraph indentation). For instructions on how to create a 

hanging indent, see here. 
 

3.7.1 General information 
 

Bibliographical entries will contain various combinations of the following 
information: 

 
 Author(s)/editor(s) 
 Year of publication 

 Title (of article or chapter and/or of book, journal, or newspaper) 
 Edition 

 Location and name of publisher 
 Page range for journal articles or book chapters in edited volumes 

 URL 
 Date accessed 

  

  

https://support.office.com/en-gb/article/Create-a-hanging-indent-7bdfb86a-c714-41a8-ac7a-3782a91ccad5?CorrelationId=f9cc3d42-86ba-4f4c-b00b-5ece101c3082&ui=en-US&rs=en-GB&ad=GB
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Table 1. Checklist of information for common sources types 
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Book X X  X  X X X    

Chapter in edited 

book 
X X X X  X X X X   

E-book X X  X   X X    

Journal article X X X X X    X   

Electronic-only 

journal article 
X X X X X    X X X 

Web page X X X X      X X 

Newspaper article X X X X X    X   

Online newspaper 

article 
X X X X      X X 

Adapted from Pears, R. and G. Shields (2010) Cite Them Right: The Essential 

Referencing Guide, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, p.13. 
 

3.7.2 Formatting of individual elements 
 
There are some minor variations within the author-date system with regards to 
formatting, as indicated below. Whichever option you choose, be consistent! 

 
Author(s): Authors should be listed in the order in which they appear in 

the source. The first author should always be listed Surname, 
First name or initial. Subsequent authors may be listed the 
same or as First name/initial Surname, e.g.  

 Marsh, David and Gerry Stoker  
 Marsh, David and Stoker, Gerry  

 Marsh, D. and G. Stoker  
 Marsh, D. and Stoker, G.  

 

Be consistent, whichever option you pick. 
 

Year: Year of publication should be in parentheses, e.g. (2010). In 
the case of multiple sources by the same author in the same 
year, sort them alphabetically, then add a, b, c, etc., to the 

year in the alphabetical order, i.e. 2010a, 2010b, 2010c.  
 

If citing a newspaper article or other source with a specific 
date, the precise date the article was published should follow 
the title of the page, e.g. ‘Michael Gove “got stuck in 

Commons toilet”’ (17 Jul 2014). The date may be formatted:  
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 17 Jul 2014  
 17 July 2014  
 17/07/2014 

 
Title: Titles of journal/newspaper articles and book chapters in 

edited volumes should be in inverted commas, e.g. ‘Example 
journal article title’. Titles of books, newspapers, and journals 

should be italicised, e.g. The Guardian; Theory and Methods 
in Political Science. 

 

Edition: Only include the edition if it is not the first, and enclose it in 
parentheses with ‘edn.’, e.g. (2nd edn.) 

 
Editor(s): Editors’ names should be formatted according to the same 

rules as authors’ names, with the addition of (ed.) after the 

name if there is one editor and (eds.) after the list of names 
if there is more than one editor. 

 
Volume & issue: Journal articles and print editions of newspapers will have 

volume and/or issue numbers. With journals, the volume 

number usually tells us which year(s) it was published, while 
the issue tells us which month(s)/season(s) it was published. 

These may be formatted:  
 vol. XX, iss. YY, e.g. vol. 34, iss. 2  
 XX/YY, e.g. 33/2  

 XX(YY), e.g. 33(2) 
 

Publisher: Publisher information should be formatted City: Publisher, 
e.g. London: SAGE. Do not list only the county or country of 
the publisher. If multiple cities are listed (e.g. London, 

Toronto, Sydney), choose the publisher location closest to 
you. For cities in some US states, the state abbreviation 

should be listed, e.g. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 

 

Page range: Page ranges should only be included for articles and book 
chapters in edited volumes. The pages are not the pages 

cited in the essay. The page range is the starting and 
ending pages for the article or chapter, e.g. pp. 16-45. 
Note: p. is for a single page; pp. is for multiple pages. 

 
Online sources: Sources from the internet (web pages, electronic newspaper 

articles, online-only journals) should be indicated by including 
[online]; e-books should be indicated by including [e-book]. 

 
URL: The full URL to the exact page to which you are referring 

should be included. For example, if you are using something 

from BBC News, do not cite http://www.bbc.co.uk/news. If 
the link is still current, the reader should be able to go to the 

exact article/page by clicking on it. Precede the URL with 
either ‘Available at:’ or ‘Retrieved from’, e.g. Available at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980
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Date accessed: For online sources, the date you last accessed the link is 

imperative because content changes so frequently. This can 

either be bracketed (Accessed: 17 Jul 2014) or can follow the 
full stop after the URL without brackets, e.g. Available at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980. Accessed: 
17 Jul 2014. 

 

3.7.3 Examples of common reference types 
 
Book 

 

Sewell, Pauline (1999) Studying at University London: McKeever Press.  
 

 
Chapter in an edited book 

 
 

Burnham, Peter (1998) ‘The Communist Manifesto as International Relations 
Theory’, in M. Cowling (ed.) The Communist Manifesto: New 

Interpretations, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, pp. 190-201. 
 
 

eBook 

 
Heywood, Andrew (2004) Political Theory: An Introduction (3rd edn.) [e-book], 

Palgrave Macmillan. Available at: 
http://lib.myilibrary.com/Open.aspx?id=86037 (Accessed 17 Jul 2014). 

 

 
Journal article 

 

Drainville, André (1994) ‘International Political Economy in the Age of Open 
Marxism’, Review of International Political Economy, 1/1: 105-32. 

 

 
Electronic-only journal article* 

 

* This is specifically for journals that have no print edition, meaning they are 
only available online. 
 

Olaiya, Taiwo (2014) ‘Youth and Ethnic Movements and Their Impacts on Party 
Politics in ECOWAS Member States’, SAGE Open, January-March: 1-12 

[online]. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2158244014522072 
(Accessed 17 Jul 2014). 

 

  
Web page 

 

Eironline (2001) ‘Mediation authority seeks to improve wage-formation process’ 
(28 May 2001), EIRObserver [online]. Available at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980
http://lib.myilibrary.com/Open.aspx?id=86037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2158244014522072
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http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/pdf/eo01-3.pdf (Accessed 17 Jul 
2014). 

 

 
Newspaper article 

 

Chu, Ben and Daniel Howden (2012) ‘World braces itself for Greek euro exit’ (15 
May 2012), The Independent, p. 1. 

 

 
Online newspaper article 

 

BBC News (2014) ‘Michael Gove “got stuck in Commons toilet”’ (17 Jul 2014), 
BBC News [online]. Available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-

28341980 (Accessed 18 Jul 2014). 
Grice, Andrew (2014) ‘Nick Clegg promises to “lift the lid” on gender pay gaps in 

Liberal Democrat election manifesto’ (18 Jul 2014), The Independent 

[online]. Available at: 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nick-clegg-promises-to-

lift-the-lid-on-gender-pay-gaps-in-liberal-democrat-election-manifesto-
9613405.html (Accessed 18 Jul 2014). 

 

3.7.4 Less common reference types 
 
Conference paper 

 

 name of the author(s) 
 year of publication 
 title of paper (in single quotation marks) 

 name of conference (in italics) 
 place and date of conference 

 
Morton, Adam (2001) ‘“La Resurrección del Maíz”: Some Aspects of 

Globalisation, Resistance and the Zapatista Question’; paper presented at 

the 42nd annual International Studies Association Convention, Chicago 
(20-24 February). 

 
 
Published documents/reports 

 

 name of the organisation(s) 
 year of publication 

 full title of document (in italics) 
 place of publication 
 name of the publishing organisation 

  
UN (1991) World Investment Report 1991: The Triad in Foreign Direct 

Investment. New York: United Nations. 
 
 

  

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/pdf/eo01-3.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-28341980
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nick-clegg-promises-to-lift-the-lid-on-gender-pay-gaps-in-liberal-democrat-election-manifesto-9613405.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nick-clegg-promises-to-lift-the-lid-on-gender-pay-gaps-in-liberal-democrat-election-manifesto-9613405.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nick-clegg-promises-to-lift-the-lid-on-gender-pay-gaps-in-liberal-democrat-election-manifesto-9613405.html
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Online reports 

 
 Give as much of the information as you can from (j) 
 Add URL and date accessed 

 
UNHCR (2014) Global Trends 2013: War’s Human Cost, Geneva: UNHCR [online] 

Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/5399a14f9.html (Accessed 18 Jul 
2014). 

 

 
Translations 

 

When citing translated work, you should give the details of the original work plus 
the name of the translator, the language, place of publication and publisher. 

 
McClone, Anthony (1991) Hermeneutics in France. Translated from French by G. 

Packer, Manchester: Insightful Press. 

 
 

Historical works 

 
Classical texts are often reprinted with a contemporary editor. In the 
bibliography, cite the original work as well as the details of the contemporary 

edition. 
 

Hobbes, Thomas (1651) Leviathan. Edited by S. Frances (2006) Oxford: 
Schaeffer Publications. 

 

 
Parliamentary debates 

 

 Name of parliament 
 Year 
 Title of official parliamentary transcripts (in italics) 

 Series 
 Volume 

 Location 
 Publisher 

 

UK Parliament (2002) Parliamentary Debates (Hansard): House of Commons 
Official Report, 5th Series (vol. 392), London: HMSO. 

 
 
Government reports 

 

The elements which should be included in your reference list/bibliography are: 
 Country (if unclear) and name of government department 

 Year of publication 
 Title (in italics) 
 Place of publication: publisher. 

 Series (in brackets) – if applicable 
 

http://www.unhcr.org/5399a14f9.html
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If referencing an online version replace Place of publication: publisher with: 
 [Online] 
 Available at: URL 

 (Accessed: date) 
 

See more at: http://lrweb.beds.ac.uk/guides/a-guide-to-referencing/cite-govt-
report#sthash.Ne6AGHNb.dpuf 

 
Department of Health (2009) NHS inpatient and outpatient waiting times, 

London: The Stationery Office. 

Department of Health (2009) NHS inpatient and outpatient waiting times 
[Online]. Available at: http://www.govtoday.co.uk/health/44-public-

health/552-nhs-inpatient-and-outpatient-waiting-times-figures-31st-
january-2009 (Accessed: 4 December 2013). 

 

 
Legal documents 

 

 United Kingdom 
 Name of Act (in italics) 
 Year 

 Place of publication: publisher. 
 

If referencing an online version replace Place of publication: publisher with: 
 [Online] 
 Available at: URL 

 (Accessed: date) 
 

United Kingdom (1990) National Health Service and Community Care Act 1990: 
Elizabeth II. Chapter 19, London: The Stationery Office. 

United Kingdom (1990) National Health Service and Community Care Act 1990: 

Elizabeth II. Chapter 19 [Online]. Available at: 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/19/contents (Accessed: 4 

December 2013). 
 
For more on parliamentary referencing (acts, bills, debates, research papers, 

etc.), please see: 
 

Leston-Bandeira, Cristina and Louise Thompson (2013) Referencing 
Parliamentary Material: A Guide for Lecturers and Students (July 2013). 
Available at: 

https://www.psa.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Parliament_as_Teaching_Resource_Gui
de_for_Lecturers_0.pdf (Accessed 22 August 2014). 

 
 
Video/audio 

 

 Title of programme (in italics) 
 Year of original transmission 

 Name of channel 
 Day and month of original transmission 

 Available at: URL 

http://lrweb.beds.ac.uk/guides/a-guide-to-referencing/cite-govt-report%23sthash.Ne6AGHNb.dpuf
http://lrweb.beds.ac.uk/guides/a-guide-to-referencing/cite-govt-report%23sthash.Ne6AGHNb.dpuf
http://www.govtoday.co.uk/health/44-public-health/552-nhs-inpatient-and-outpatient-waiting-times-figures-31st-january-2009
http://www.govtoday.co.uk/health/44-public-health/552-nhs-inpatient-and-outpatient-waiting-times-figures-31st-january-2009
http://www.govtoday.co.uk/health/44-public-health/552-nhs-inpatient-and-outpatient-waiting-times-figures-31st-january-2009
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/19/contents
https://www.psa.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Parliament_as_Teaching_Resource_Guide_for_Lecturers_0.pdf
https://www.psa.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Parliament_as_Teaching_Resource_Guide_for_Lecturers_0.pdf
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 (Accessed: date) 
 
Today (2014) BBC Radio 4 (18 Jul). Available at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0499n5z (Accessed 18 Jul 2014). 
 

 
Interviews 

 
 Interviewer 

 Year of interview 
 Interviewee (or pseudonym, if anonymity requested) 

 Day and month of interview (day might be omitted in cases of higher 
anonymity) 

 
No anonymity: 
Williams, Helen (2009) Interview with Max Stadler, FDP MdB (9 Sept). 

 
Partial anonymity: 

Williams, Helen (2010) Interview with senior Home Office official (Jan). 
 
Other anonymity: 

Williams, Helen (2014) Interview A (4 Mar). 
 

 
Survey data 

 
 Author/polling organisation 

 Year of publication 
 Title of dataset (in italics) 

 Version of dataset 
 Available at: URL or Unpublished raw data 
 (Accessed: date) (if available online) 

 
European Social Survey (ESS) (2014) European Social Survey, Round 6 (2012) 

(2.0 edn.). Available at: 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/download.html?file=ESS6e02&y=20
12 (Accessed 18 Jul 2014). 

 
 

Social media 

 
Social media citations are still in their infancy, but if you are using social media 
(Facebook, personal communications, Twitter) as primary sources, the APA Style 

Guide provides guidelines and examples for citing these sources. As usual, the 
key is consistency and providing as much information as possible so that 

someone else would be able to find the same source. See: 
  
American Psychological Association (2014) ‘Social media’, APA Style Blog. 

Available at: http://blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/social-media/ (Accessed 21 
Aug 2014).  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0499n5z
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/download.html?file=ESS6e02&y=2012
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/download.html?file=ESS6e02&y=2012
http://blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/social-media/
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4 Marking Guidance 

4.1 Undergraduate Marking Guidance 
 

The following criteria are for guidance only. They apply to coursework and, in 
altered form, to examinations. They do not preclude the need for the application 

of sensible discretion by examiners. 
 
High First Class (79% and above) 

 

An outstanding answer to the question: 
 Clear, sharply focused and incisive argument displaying outstanding skill in 

elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows a comprehensive knowledge of the topic and associated literature, 

a well expressed and highly sophisticated understanding, and an ability to 

integrate one’s own approach within the wider literature. 
 Outstanding quality of analysis and approach is maintained consistently 

throughout the piece of assessed work. 
 Displays originality in handling the problem, with an outstanding degree of 

insight and independent thought. 
 Outstanding literary style and presentation, including economy of 

expression, and very good grammar and punctuation. 

 Referencing in line with current professional standards. 
 Deemed to be of potentially publishable quality. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Outstanding evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 

piece of research over an extended period of time. 
 Outstanding demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Outstanding formulation of clear research questions. 
 
 

Low First Class (70%-78%) 

 
An excellent answer to the question: 

 Clear, sharply focused and incisive argument displaying impressive skill in 
elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 

 Shows wide knowledge of the topic, with signs of sophisticated 

understanding and negligible errors and omissions. 
 Excellent quality of analysis and approach is maintained consistently 

throughout most of the piece of assessed work. 
 Displays independence of mind in handling the problem. 
 Excellent literary style and presentation, including economy of expression, 

good grammar and punctuation, and legible text. 
 Referencing up to current professional standards. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Excellent evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 

piece of research over an extended period of time. 
 Excellent demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Excellent formulation of clear research questions. 
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High II.1 (65%-69%) 

 
A very good answer to the question: 

 Clear, well-focused and logical argument displaying very good skill in 

elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows evidence of significant reading in breadth and depth, sound 

understanding and minimal errors and omissions. 
 Adopts a thoughtful, non-standard approach in handling the problem. 
 Effective literary style and presentation, including a very good economy of 

expression, and good grammar and punctuation. 
 Referencing of a very good standard. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Very good evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 
piece of research over an extended period of time. 

 Very good demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Very good formulation of clear research questions. 
 

 
Low II.1 (60%-64%) 

 
A good answer to the question: 

 Clear, well-focused and logical argument displaying good skill in 
elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 

 Shows evidence of considerable reading in breadth and depth, with signs 
of sound understanding and minimal errors and omissions. 

 Adopts a thoughtful and appropriate approach in handling the problem. 

 Effective literary style and presentation, including a good economy of 
expression, and acceptable grammar and punctuation. 

 Referencing of a good standard. 
 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Good evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 
research over an extended period of time. 

 Good demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Good formulation of clear research questions. 

 

  
High II.2 (55%-59%) 

 

A fair answer to the question: 
 Reasonably clear, fairly well focused and generally coherent argument 

displaying some skill in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and 

marshalling evidence. 
 Shows familiarity with the main sources, with signs of a satisfactory grasp 

of the main points, few errors and omissions, and minimal padding. 
 Adopts an acceptable but rather standard approach in handling the 

problem. 

 Adequate literary style and presentation, including reasonable economy of 
expression, generally acceptable grammar and punctuation, and legible, 

text. 
 Referencing of an acceptable standard. 
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Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Fair evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 

research over an extended period of time. 
 Fair demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Fair formulation of clear research questions. 
 

 
Low II.2 (50%-54%) 

 
A basic answer to the question: 

 Somewhat vague, ill-focused and/or inconsistent argument nevertheless 
displaying some skill in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and 

marshalling evidence. 
 Shows evidence of reading of the main sources, but some of the main 

points poorly grasped, some significant errors and omissions, and/or some 

padding. 
 Approach in handling the problem either quite routine or compromised by 

uneven understanding. 
 Weak literary style and/or presentation, possibly including clumsy 

expression, some unacceptable errors or grammar and punctuation, 

and/or illegible text. 
 Referencing of a questionable standard. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Basic evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 

research over an extended period of time. 
 Basic demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Basic formulation of clear research questions. 
 
 

Third Class (40%-49%) 

 
An adequate answer to the question: 

 Unclear, ill-focused and/or illogical argument nevertheless displaying some 
skill in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 

 Shows some evidence of reading or other learning but only limited 

understanding of the issues raised, with some major errors and omissions, 
and/or significant padding. 

 Approach in handling the problem not completely unsound but superficial 
and flawed by limited understanding. 

 Poor literary style and/or presentation, probably including clumsy 

expression, many unacceptable errors of grammar and punctuation, 
and/or illegible text. 

 Referencing of a barely acceptable standard. 
 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Adequate evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 
piece of research over an extended period of time. 

 Adequate demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Adequate formulation of clear research questions. 
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Compensatable Fail (35%-39%) 

 
A poor answer to the question: 

 Unclear, unfocused and/or illogical argument displaying only minimal skill 

in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows some evidence of reading or other learning but poor understanding 

of the issues raised, with many errors and omissions, and/or significant 
padding. 

 Approach in handling the problem largely unsound on account of 

carelessness or lack of essential information. 
 Poor literary style and/or presentation, probably including clumsy 

expression, many unacceptable errors of grammar and punctuation, 
and/or illegible text. 

 Referencing of an unacceptable standard. 
 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Poor evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 
research over an extended period of time. 

 Poor demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Poor formulation of clear research questions. 

 

 
Marks between 0-34% 

 

Marks in this range fail to reach the criteria of a compensatable fail or reflect 
penalty marks for various academic offences (after due process). 
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4.2 Postgraduate Marking Guidance 
 

The following criteria are for guidance only. They apply to coursework and, in 
altered form, to examinations. They do not preclude the need for the application 

of sensible discretion by examiners. 
 
High Distinction Class (79% and above) 

 

An outstanding answer to the question: 
 Clear, sharply focused and incisive argument displaying outstanding skill in 

elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows a comprehensive knowledge of the topic and associated literature, 

a well expressed and highly sophisticated understanding, and an ability to 

integrate one’s own approach within the wider literature. 
 Outstanding quality of analysis and approach is maintained consistently 

throughout the piece of assessed work. 
 Displays originality in handling the problem, with an outstanding degree of 

insight and independent thought. 

 Outstanding literary style and presentation, including economy of 
expression, and very good grammar and punctuation. 

 Referencing in line with current professional standards. 
 Deemed to be of potentially publishable quality. 

 

Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 
 Outstanding evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 

piece of research over an extended period of time. 
 Outstanding demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Outstanding formulation of clear research questions. 

 
 

Low Distinction Class (70%-78%) 

 
An excellent answer to the question: 

 Clear, sharply focused and incisive argument displaying impressive skill in 

elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows wide knowledge of the topic, with signs of sophisticated 

understanding and negligible errors and omissions. 
 Excellent quality of analysis and approach is maintained consistently 

throughout most of the piece of assessed work. 

 Displays independence of mind in handling the problem. 
 Excellent literary style and presentation, including economy of expression, 

good grammar and punctuation, and legible text. 
 Referencing up to current professional standards. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Excellent evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 

piece of research over an extended period of time. 
 Excellent demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Excellent formulation of clear research questions.  
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High merit class (65%-69%) 

 
A very good answer to the question: 

 Clear, well-focused and logical argument displaying very good skill in 

elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 
 Shows evidence of significant reading in breadth and depth, sound 

understanding and minimal errors and omissions. 
 Adopts a thoughtful, non-standard approach in handling the problem. 
 Effective literary style and presentation, including a very good economy of 

expression, and good grammar and punctuation. 
 Referencing of a very good standard. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Very good evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial 
piece of research over an extended period of time. 

 Very good demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Very good formulation of clear research questions. 
 

 
Low merit class (60%-64%) 

 
A good answer to the question: 

 Clear, well-focused and logical argument displaying good skill in 
elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 

 Shows evidence of considerable reading in breadth and depth, with signs 
of sound understanding and minimal errors and omissions. 

 Adopts a thoughtful and appropriate approach in handling the problem. 

 Effective literary style and presentation, including a good economy of 
expression, and acceptable grammar and punctuation. 

 Referencing of a good standard. 
 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Good evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 
research over an extended period of time. 

 Good demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Good formulation of clear research questions. 

 

 
High pass class (55%-59%) 

 

A fair answer to the question: 
 Reasonably clear, fairly well focused and generally coherent argument 

displaying some skill in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and 

marshalling evidence. 
 Shows familiarity with the main sources, with signs of a satisfactory grasp 

of the main points, few errors and omissions, and minimal padding. 
 Adopts an acceptable but rather standard approach in handling the 

problem. 

 Adequate literary style and presentation, including reasonable economy of 
expression, generally acceptable grammar and punctuation, and legible, 

text. 
 Referencing of an acceptable standard. 
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Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Fair evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 

research over an extended period of time. 
 Fair demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Fair formulation of clear research questions. 
 

 
Low pass class (50%-54%) 

 
A basic answer to the question: 

 Somewhat vague, ill-focused and/or inconsistent argument nevertheless 
displaying some skill in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and 

marshalling evidence. 
 Shows evidence of reading of the main sources, but some of the main 

points poorly grasped, some significant errors and omissions, and/or some 

padding. 
 Approach in handling the problem either quite routine or compromised by 

uneven understanding. 
 Weak literary style and/or presentation, possibly including clumsy 

expression, some unacceptable errors or grammar and punctuation, 

and/or illegible text. 
 Referencing of a questionable standard. 

 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Basic evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 

research over an extended period of time. 
 Basic demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 

 Basic formulation of clear research questions. 
 
 

Fail (below 50%) 

 
A poor answer to the question: 

 Unclear, unfocused and/or illogical argument displaying only minimal skill 
in elucidating concepts, conducting analysis and marshalling evidence. 

 Shows some evidence of reading or other learning but poor understanding 

of the issues raised, with many errors and omissions, and/or significant 
padding. 

 Approach in handling the problem largely unsound on account of 
carelessness or lack of essential information. 

 Poor literary style and/or presentation, probably including clumsy 

expression, many unacceptable errors of grammar and punctuation, 
and/or illegible text. 

 Referencing of an unacceptable standard. 
 
Additional criteria for the marking of dissertations: 

 Poor evidence of an ability to produce independently a substantial piece of 
research over an extended period of time. 

 Poor demonstrable use of an appropriate research method. 
 Poor formulation of clear research questions. 
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5 Further resources 

5.1 University of Nottingham 
 

Guidance on referencing and plagiarism: 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studyingeffectively/writing/referencing/index.aspx 

 
Finding sources and taking notes: 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studyingeffectively/reading/index.aspx 

 
Using feedback effectively: 

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studyingeffectively/preparing/feedback/index.aspx 
 

Strategies for writing: 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studyingeffectively/writing/strategies/index.aspx 
 

5.2 Example essays 
 
Example essays from all levels and across all teaching groups are available on 

the Politics and International Relations Community Page on Moodle. 
 

5.3 Comments? Questions? 
 

We want to make this guide as helpful as possible, but we can only do that with 
your help. Please get in touch if you find: 

 
 Errors 
 Things that are unclear 

 Things you’d like to see discussed 
 Things that are especially helpful 

 
Please contact the School’s Director of Teaching & Learning: 
tony.burns@nottingham.ac.uk (Semester 1)  

sue.pryce@nottingham.ac.uk (Semester 2) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Tony Burns 
Director of Teaching & Learning 

23 July 2015 
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