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In our mission to support learning at the University of Plymouth, we in the Learning Development team find that many new students across a range of disciplines are ‘fuzzy’ in their understanding of what is required of them – especially when it comes to writing assignments. It is not just that guidelines from tutors are sometimes unclear (sometimes they are excellent!), or that, as reported in the Times Higher Educational Supplement (May 23rd, 2003), UK students are increasingly ‘unprepared’ for entry into higher education. More importantly, our experience suggests that, for many students, the underlying academic values and the cultural practices of HE are mysterious.

In attempting to explore and explain this ‘fuzziness’ the work of theorists such as Bourdieu, and his concept of cultural capital (1977) is valuable, and certainly the notion of exploring cultural practices by looking at the use of language is of relevance. Magolda’s interpretations of student narratives from the viewpoint of a ‘constructive-developmental pedagogy’ (2003), also provides important pointers to how student conceptions of their role impacts on learning. But, for immediate, pragmatic purposes in facilitating student advancement from fuzziness towards greater clarity, the use of an initial thinking tool has proved successful. This consists of helping students to adopt a ‘social-functional’ approach in the first instance. I have found that encouraging students to identify what functions (or actions to be fulfilled by them) are implied, or embedded, in tasks such as essay writing; provides them with a springboard from which to make progress and, in time, to develop the confidence needed to assume a more critical approach to their studies. 

A common response to academic tasks by students in year one is to engage in what has been called ‘knowledge-telling’ (Scardamalia and Bereiter, 1991), rather than to address the underlying requirements of the assignment. Typically, this means writing as much as possible about the topic within the word limit – which often results in an overly descriptive, poorly organised and wordy-yet-incomplete text. 

Replacing ‘knowledge–telling’ with a ‘functional’ approach, I propose that students interpret their academic tasks by posing questions in respect of three over-arching functions: description, analysis and evaluation. These are used as a progressive, organising force in both the interpretation and the development of academic narratives, for purposes such as planning presentations, essays or reports. 

· For description, simple ‘wh’ questions are used to stimulate the planning process and to generate key functions such as definition, description of context and identification of key components or roles.  

· Analytical functions are then addressed via the questions: ‘how?’ and ‘why?’, to invoke relevant theory, and explanation of processes, policy or procedure, depending on their relevance to the discipline.

· Finally, the function of evaluation is stimulated with questions such as ‘so what?’, ‘what if?’, or ‘what next?’, to assist the development of the concluding stage of an assignment.

Anecdotal evidence from the use of this approach over the last four years suggests that it is able to help students from a wide range of backgrounds and subject areas to find a ‘way in’ to the academic practices in which they are required to participate. And along the path from the dangerous powerlessness of being ‘fuzzy’ to the (also potentially dangerous) confidence of having functions to fulfil, it becomes possible to signpost the by-ways to more critical kinds of thinking, that will serve students well as they progress on their academic journeys.
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