Advice on Teaching, Oxford’s Ethos, and the ‘Oxford Essay’
All too often, students are unsure as to what academics want from them. This is largely academics’ fault: we assume our demands are ‘obvious’, that students already know, or that they will pick it up somehow along the way. Academics are often wary of being too explicit for fear of ‘spoon-feeding’. However, this frequently means that even the best students do not really catch on until late in their second year, or even later, when they finally twig what is going on, or learn to interpret academics’ feedback. This allows for two or more years of confusion. To my mind, this is pointless. This document tries to give students a sense of (a) what they can expect in terms of my teaching style, and how this style is geared towards communicating objectives to students, and (b) some advice on how to write a good ‘Oxford essay’. Questions, comments and suggestions as to how to improve this document are very welcome.

My Teaching Method
I use an approach called ‘formative assessment’. The basic idea is as follows. You already possess a capacity to evaluate your own work, to realise gaps between your actual and desired levels of performance, and to take action to close these gaps. If you didn’t, teachers’ feedback would be pointless as you would be unable to act upon it. Formative assessment aims to build on this foundation and transfer my capacities for assessment to you. This involves an ongoing dialogue about what a good performance (e.g., a good tutorial essay) looks like, until we achieve a shared understanding. The underlying rationale is that you are constantly in contact with your own thought processes and work, and if you can acquire the same way of thinking about your work that your teachers do, you will be able to make improvements independently of them. This will hopefully enhance your intellectual autonomy and allow you to get more out of the course, and your degree. 
NB: by ‘the same way of thinking about your work’, I do not mean substantively, e.g., “Dr A. likes it when you cite examples from Africa, so be sure to do that” or “Dr B. is a die-hard realist, so avoid writing liberal-type answers” or “Dr C. hates Marxists, so don’t raise issues of inequality or class in your essays”. This is a total inversion of the Oxford ethos (see below). I only mean procedurally: it is about the generic ways work is assessed. The department has a document describing, for instance, what a First-class answer looks like. But these are often couched in very abstract terms; they only acquire meaning in concrete contexts, and the point of formative assessment is for you to gradually come to understand what we mean by these abstract terms, so you can achieve these standards.

What does all this mean in practice? Each week you should submit a coversheet with your essay. The sheet tells me what you understood by the task set, allows you to flag up any problems, to request feedback on specific aspects of the work, and to assess what grade you might give yourself for it. My feedback on your work will be targeted around your responses. For instance, sometimes students miss the point of a question when writing an essay, but it is not always obvious what went wrong, and so the reason for the essay being poor is somewhat vague for both student and tutor. With the coversheet, what you were trying to do is made explicit. I can help you see any gaps between what I expected you to do, what you understood the task to be, and what you actually did. By repeating this process over time, students gradually understand and internalise the assessment framework. This works much better than me simply scribbling ‘be more critical’ or ‘improve structure’ in the margin – which may be next to meaningless. It’s important, therefore, that you take the coversheets seriously and use them to get maximum advantage from the feedback, which I type up and attach to your essays when returning them. Do please query any unclear feedback, and after tutorials think about how you might implement this feedback in the future.

I generally do not give marks for tutorial essays, since research suggests they distract from substantive feedback and encourage an unhealthy fixation on grades. Numbers, in and of themselves, are meaningless. I would rather you think about the comments, and how to improve next time, than agonise about whether you got 63 or 65 or what going down from 67 in one week to 65 the next means. Visiting students whose home institutions require grades can be assured their final reports will include them. If you are concerned about or wish to get a sense of their attainment level please feel free to discuss it with me.

I also use mid-term and end of term feedback forms on the course as a whole. Again, I encourage you to be as frank as possible on these forms so that I can make appropriate adjustments to my teaching or intervene to give specific help where it is required. Please don’t suffer in silence and do not hesitate to ask questions or raise concerns with me at any time. Please also do give feedback on these ‘formative assessment’ methods, and how they might be improved.

The Philosophy of the ‘Oxford System’
It is important that students bring a certain barefoot, ragamuffin irreverence to their studies; they are not here to worship what is known, but to question it.

- Jacob Broinowski 

Oxford has a distinctive educational ethos that is rarely explicitly communicated. However intelligent students may be, they are not psychic: when surveyed, as many as 40% of Oxford undergraduates reported they did not share the approach the University hopes to instil.
 In this section I briefly sketch out what I understand by this ethos, and what it means in practice.

The main difference between the Oxford system and that of other systems, particularly in North America, is that tutors are here to teach you how to think, not what to think. That is, we are not here to dispense authoritative knowledge for you to write down on your notepads. The emphasis is on your ideas. Teaching is not about communicating some absolute truth, but about helping you to develop your own intellectual capacities so you can better understand the world we live in, and engage critically with it.

What this means in practice is that, unlike lectures, tutorials are discussions that take your written work as the starting point, and then broaden out into a deeper discussion of the issues at stake. We’ll tackle any questions, confusion or gaps in your understanding. I will also challenge you to defend and advance your ideas, with lots of questions. These are intended to be provocative and to stimulate a debate – not to be intimidating, or to say your ideas are wrong. If you disagree – argue! The point of these discussions is to find weak points, resolve those into a stronger argument, and to think about what sort of evidence is sufficient for making particular claims. One of the things we want you to take away from the experience is intellectual autonomy – the capacity to judge claims and arguments on their own merit – which is surely one of the most vital aspects of critical citizenship.

For more background on the tutorial system, some of which is not merely historically interesting but may be of help in learning how to approach tutorials, see David Palfreyman’s book, The Oxford Tutorial: ‘Thanks, You Taught Me How to Think’ (2001), which is available online. A second edition (2008) has recently been published and copies are available in Blackwell’s.
Tackling the ‘Oxford Essay’
The word ‘essay’ comes from the French verb, essayer – ‘to try’. Essays are about trying out your arguments and ideas, to see what you think. This involves taking risks – not being rash or tendentious by making wild assertions that are not backed up by any evidence, but being willing to make a strong case even though you have not been studying this topic for very long. One of the main barriers in undergraduate education is assuming that, since you know less than your tutor, it is pointless to try to make your own arguments and you may even look foolish. This is natural enough, but unfounded. Many students are capable of making very sophisticated, interesting and even highly original arguments that are well supported by evidence and logically presented – and this is what you should aim for. In parlance that is now becoming archaic, but which retains a meaning that I agree with, we used to say that students were ‘reading [subject x] with Dr Y’ – i.e., they are jointly engaged in the exploration of a topic.

Enlightenment is humanity's emergence from self-imposed immaturity. Dare to know! Have courage to use your own understanding!

- Immanuel Kant

The most important thing we are looking for in an ‘Oxford essay’ is a strong, well grounded argument that develops through a logical structure and uses evidence appropriately. What does this actually mean?

Argument: the point of an essay is not to read what some academics have said about the topic, and then find some way to arrange these ideas into a 2,000 word summary like a verbal collage. The essay is the culmination of a thought process where you read what others have said, and consider what you make of it all. Do you agree with one point of view? Absolutely, or with qualifications? If so, what is wrong with the other views? Is there something to be said for synthesising two or more points of view? Or are they perhaps all wrong? You will of course want to reference what you have read to help locate your own views, but what we want is a strong ‘voice’ in the essay that addresses the question and most importantly gives an answer. A bad essay would be one that merely rehearsed what the people on the reading list say about topic ‘x’. A good essay would address the question set and make a clear argument, using the literature to support that argument.

Well grounded: when I say we want to hear a ‘voice’, that does not mean we want to read ‘I think…’, ‘I believe…’, or ‘in my opinion…’ without any more basis to these assertions than your own personal prejudices! To make an argument requires the use of appropriate evidence. What is appropriate will vary. If you are juxtaposing authors A and B and want to prove B’s arguments are inconsistent, then two quotations from B that prove this point are appropriate. If you want to argue A’s arguments are flawed because they ignore some important counter-examples from history, then you would need to cite those examples. If you want to argue the world is multi-polar or a-polar (i.e., without poles) rather than (as is more commonly argued) uni-polar, you will need to do more work, e.g. by defining what you mean by a ‘pole’, why this definition is legitimate, and then providing empirical evidence to prove the existence of none/ multiple rather than one pole.

Logically structured: ‘structure’ is one of the most amorphous concepts, rarely clearly explained – but it is relatively straightforward. Essentially it refers to the organisation of material in an argument. The material should be arranged such that each point follows on from the previous one, and the reader’s mind is carried along with the argument the writer is seeking to make. The polarity argument is an example of structure. I want to argue the world is multipolar. A bad argument might be to start by asserting the case, and trying to show it by inference from various world events which suggest that, say, US power is declining, and therefore we must, as realists predict, be returning to a multipolar world. Actually, this doesn’t follow. US power might be declining, and yet still unipolarity might persist, because no other ‘poles’ emerge. It can be seen that the argument begs a definition of a ‘pole’ and indeed whether the concept of polarity is even relevant. A better argument might therefore be to say that you intend to argue that multipolarity is re-emerging, try to define what poles are, then look at the empirical evidence to see how many they are, and then conclude with some empirical evidence of how we can see this making a difference in international affairs. Even better would be to couch the argument with reference to realist theory on the importance of polarity for the nature of international order.

Generally essays need a beginning, middle and end. Introductions should answer the essay question within the first few sentences, and spell out briefly what the argument will be, step by step. This guides the reader as to what to expect, which will make your argument easier to follow. Introductions should not be longer than a few hundred words. The main ‘meat’ of the essay will be your logical argument. As you move from point to point, use ‘signposts’ in the text to signal the movement. E.g., ‘first we need to define what polarity is…’; ‘having defined polarity, we need to turn to the empirical evidence…’, etc. The end features a conclusion where you try to pull everything together to issue your final verdict. You can briefly summarise the argument’s flow but try to avoid merely ‘telling us what you you’ve told us’ – try also to use the conclusion to make a good additional point, perhaps by standing back from the specific question and thinking about its broader implications.

There are various guides to essay technique available. An excerpt from Marc Trachtenberg’s The Craft of International History on critical reading is available from my website. You may find www.skills4study.com to be useful. At the bottom of each page of brief hints you’ll find references to longer works on study skills published by Palgrave. In particular you may find Stella Cottrell’s Critical Thinking Skills: Developing Effective Analysis and Argument, chapters 7-10 useful. One thing to bear in mind, however, when reading such guides, is that you will typically be writing 1.5 to 2 essays per week in Oxford. There will rarely be the time to make multiple plans or drafts before executing your essay. You will also need to develop an ability to get through reading material quickly by identifying key points, especially when note-taking. However, this does not mean that you shouldn’t sketch out your argument before hand, and ensure that, when you have finished writing, your essay does follow a logical structure, you do make one point per paragraph, you have spelled out your argument in the introduction and your essay does follow the steps indicated there, etc. Your essay is not finished until you have completed this vital procedure.
If you are interested in the pedagogical rationale behind essay-writing and tutorial discussions then you may wish to read Robert Beck’s very good explanation.

Style Guide
The proper formatting of essays is essential to maintain basic academic standards, such as communicating your sources and the avoidance of plagiarism. Correct referencing is also a good habit to acquire early on as it will be absolutely required should you write a thesis, and certainly during graduate study. The two keys to sound referencing are good note-taking (so you know where ideas, quotations, data, etc, actually came from), and consistency (so you are using one way of presenting your sources throughout, which actually communicates the information properly). Whatever style you choose, it must be consistent and not changed from footnote to footnote.
How often should you cite? You should cite your source whenever you quote directly from someone else’s work, use their data, or adopt or reference their arguments. As a rough guide, if you don’t have two or more references per page, you are probably under-referencing.
The two basic styles of referencing are the Harvard style (in-text) and the Chicago style (full information footnote references). 
Harvard style: these are inserted into the main body of the text, usually at the end of a sentence. They take the form: (Author-Surname Year, Page-Number). If you have just cited the person’s name, you may omit Author-Surname. Repeated citations may substitute ‘ibid’ for Author-Surname and Date. Do not put the page numbers of the whole article – just the page(s) you are referring to.
Example 1: The ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis has been criticised by Ajami for its reductive understanding of cultures as hermetically sealed, timeless entities (Ajami 1993, 2).

Example 2: According to Huntington (1993, 36), the Gulf War constitutes an example of an inter-civilizational clash. Huntington also points to Yugoslavia in support of his thesis (ibid, 37-38).
These in-text citations refer readers to your bibliography (the presentation of which thus becomes particularly crucial), which should list all the texts cited in full. For information on how to do this, see below.
Chicago Style: these take the form of footnotes where the author’s full name is followed by the name of the work and key publication information. Book and journal names are always italicised while the titles of book chapters and journal articles are not, appearing instead in inverted commas. For books, the city, publisher and date (and edition where appropriate) are cited. For journals, their volume and issue number are cited immediately after the journal title, in that order, before the year. The page number(s) you are citing then follow. Do not put the page numbers of the whole article – just the page(s) you are referring to. You may cite the page numbers on their own, or preceded by ‘p.’, but if you choose the latter (and again, be consistent), for multiple pages use ‘pp.’ For online sources, give as much information as is available on author, title, name of source where the item is being published (e.g., an online magazine), then the URL and the date you accessed it.
Example 1 – Book: Fred Halliday, Islam and the Myth of Confrontation 2nd ed. (London: IB Tauris, 2003), p. 100

Example 2 – Book Chapter: James Piscatori, ‘Religious Transnationalism and Global Order, with Particular Consideration of Islam’, in John L Esposito & Michael Watson (eds.) Religion and Global Order (Cardiff: University of Wales UP, 2000), p. 66.

Example 3 – Journal Article: Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations’, Foreign Affairs 72:3 (1993), p. 25

Example 4 – Webpage: Mahmood Mamdani, ‘Good Muslim, Bad Muslim – An African Perspective’, Social Science Research Council ‘After 9/11’ essay series, consulted at http://www.ssrc.org/sept11/essays/mamdani.htm, 10 December 2007

For repeated citations you may use ‘ibid.’ when repeating the immediately preceding citation, or a short form if you have already cited the book but not in the immediately preceding footnote. E.g., Halliday, Islam, p. 101; Piscatori, ‘Religious Transnationalism’, p. 67.
For tutorial essays it really does not matter which style you use, although Oxford prefers the latter, particularly for longer pieces of work like dissertations. The key thing is consistency. Do not, for example, mix the two up by putting long-format citations in the text rather than in footnotes; and do not put Harvard-style citations in your footnotes (by this I mean, they should normally be in-text. If you write a substantive comment in a footnote and then want to cite something to back it up, then you may use the Harvard style if this is what you have been using). Bottom line: pick a style and stick to it!

Bibliographies: Regardless of which style you use, your essays should always have a bibliography which list all the works you have cited in alphabetical order. Where you cite multiple works by the same author, order them by date in ascending order. You may replace repeated author’s names with a dash. They should include the full range of page numbers for everything except books. Your bibliographies can be the same regardless of whether you have used Harvard or Chicago style, except that the former should ideally be written with author’s surnames first and with the data after the author’s name. There is no reason why the Chicago style cannot follow this path either, but the bibliography should use the same ordering of data as used in your footnotes. 
Example 1 – Harvard Style:

Ajami, Fouad, (1993) ‘The Summoning’, Foreign Affairs 72:4, 2-9
Fred Halliday, Islam and the Myth of Confrontation 2nd ed. (London: IB Tauris)
Samuel P. Huntington (1993) ‘The Clash of Civilizations’, Foreign Affairs 72:3, 22-49
-------------- (2005) The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (London: Free Press)
James Piscatori (2000), ‘Religious Transnationalism and Global Order, with Particular Consideration of Islam’, in John L Esposito & Michael Watson (eds.) Religion and Global Order (Cardiff: University of Wales UP), 66-99
Example 2 – Chicago Style
Fouad Ajami, ‘The Summoning’, Foreign Affairs 72:4 (1993), 2-9

Fred Halliday, Islam and the Myth of Confrontation 2nd ed. (London: IB Tauris, 2003)
Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations’, Foreign Affairs 72:3 (1993), 22-49
----------, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, 2nd ed. (London: Free Press, 2002)
James Piscatori, ‘Religious Transnationalism and Global Order, with Particular Consideration of Islam’, in John L Esposito & Michael Watson (eds.) Religion and Global Order (Cardiff: University of Wales UP, 2000), 66-99
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