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Assignment 

In this academic log/ reflective diary assignment, I will be providing evidence of work that I have done throughout the semester to show the valuable academic skills that I have learned. As a mature student returning to education after many years, I found a number of these new skills challenging to grasp initially, however, I will now use these skills in the future within the degree course, as well as any future careers. 

In the first lecture of the semester I learnt the key skill of how to take notes effectively during a lecture. It was explained that this is an important skill to learn and that it is something I would use throughout my time on the course. It was explained that I should use short notes so that I could keep up with what the lecturer was saying, but it was also important to make sure that I understood the notes when looking back on them. Initially, I found note taking particularly hard to grasp as I had trouble listening and writing at the same time. On way in which I overcome this challenge was listening to the recorded lectures again in my own time to write down anything that I had missed. I began to notice my note writing skills were improving with every lecture I attended, although I feel it is a skill that still needs more practice in order for me to improve.

At the beginning of term, I attended a workshop-style lecture where I learnt how to format a Microsoft Word document in an academic manner. I found this workshop extremely beneficial, as I had never written an assignment before on Microsoft Word. This involved creating the word document itself by choosing an appropriate template, including a front cover and contents page, as well as learning how to insert page breaks and page numbers, and also choosing suitable fonts and sizes. In addition, I was also shown what information should be included on the front cover of an assignment such as the assignment title, my full name, and the completion date. Although this task seemed to be relatively simply when the lecturer explained it all in the workshop, I encountered a number of challenges when I began to create my first assignment in relation to inserting page numbers into footers. However, I found referring back to this lecture on Moodle helpful as this enabled me to follow step-by-step instructions in order to overcome the issues and therefore complete the word document successfully. 




As a result of not being in education for a long period of time, one aspect of the course that I was feeling apprehensive about was the fact that I have never written in a range of academic styles before, apart from writing incident reports as a fire fighter. I was aware that I needed to learn how to structure assignments and therefore I researched different methods online to find that the general structure of an assignment is as follows: 

· Introduction
· Main body
· Conclusion 
· Appendices
· Referencing


In addition, as a result of speaking with my lecturers, I discovered that the word count for university assignments can be 10% tolerance either way, meaning that the word count for the harbour porpoise assignment of 2500 words could have actually been a minimum word count of 2250 words, and a maximum word count of 2750 words (excluding the title and references). Furthermore, I also noted that both the introduction and the conclusion of assignment should consist of roughly 10% of the final word count.

One piece of advice that seemed to appear more than once when I was researching how to write assignments was the importance of constructing essay plans 

Therefore, I made an essay plan before starting my harbour porpoise assignment, which I found to be of great benefit.
In the initial stages of writing the assignment plan, I read through the assignment brief and highlighted all the key points I needed to discuss in the assignment. From this, I decided to write a paragraph concentrating on each of the main points, which were: 

· Paragraph 1: Introduction 
· Paragraph 2: Population 
· Paragraph 3: Distribution 
· Paragraph 4: Breeding 
· Paragraph 5: Feeding 
· Paragraph 6: Habitat
· Paragraph 7: Threats 
· Paragraph 8: Management and Protection 
· Paragraph 9: Conclusion 


After deciding on the topic of each paragraph I then carried out relevant research relating to each of the topics through engaging with a wide range of literature. I retrieved this wide range of literature from many different sources such as online journals and websites. Here I learnt the skill of how to operate the university’s online library, which will be of use in the future. I then placed relevant quotes and information below each paragraph to remind me what I wanted to say about each topic. In addition to finding relevant literature, I also linked the raw data to where I felt it was relevant in the paragraphs. I then wrote a conclusion plan to say how I would summaries all what I had stated throughout the assignment. 

In relation to assignment writing, I knew that I had to understand how to reference, as this was something that I had never done before. In order to be prepared, I research this at the start of term by using the university’s study skills webpages where I located the university’s Harvard Referencing Handbook. I found this handbook to be user friendly and will no doubt use it for many assignments in the future. In addition, in regards to referencing an animal or plant for the first time in an assignment, I learnt that I need to remember to use its’ Latin name.  

I also learnt how to read, analyse and summarise text in the form of case studies. This was a task that was completely new to me, and I therefore found it difficult to begin with. I had to choose a case study to read in my own time and identify its’ key points in order to relay back to my peers the following week. I chose to read a case study about the population of Redkites (Milvus milvus) in Wales. In order to identify the key points of the case study, I read through the information a few times before using a highlighter to identify all the key points, including facts and figures. I found this technique very useful, which I now use on a weekly basis when conducing reading for the course in order to identify main points of texts. 

Another task which I found interesting was learning about a sustainability development concept called ‘The Three Pillars of Sustainable Development’, and then having to write a summary about a documentary called ‘China Shifting Nature 2013 Part 3’ applying the sustainability concept to it. The task was to watch the documentary and identify if China was a sustainably developing country, in relation to the three pillars of sustainable development being economic viability, environmental protection, and social equity. In order to complete this task efficiently, I created a table on a Microsoft Word document outlining the three different pillars, and linked points from the documentary to each pillar areas as I watched the documentary. I found this task time consuming as I found myself having to pause the documentary a number of times in order to make notes. However, creating the table then became very beneficial when I began to write the actual summary as I was able to identify a simple structure of using each one of pillars as separate paragraphs. The summary itself had to be no more than one and half pages of A4 in length, which I found to be a challenging as the documentary was one hour long. This task made me realise how important it is for me to practice writing concisely, which will inevitably help me when writing assignments in the future. 

In relation to studying case studies, I was tasked to read a case study on air pollution in Mexico City. I then had to re-write the case study’s summary. I found this to be quite challenging as it was hard to re-write what had already been summarised, without copying it word for word. In order to help me do this, I took advantage of an online synonym help book, which enabled me to extend my vocabulary. 

(Please see appendix 1 for an example of an alternative summary which I completed)

Learning how to analyse a wide range of raw data in the form of a spreadsheet is another skill that I have acquired on one of this semester’s modules. I was given the task to analyse a wide range of raw data, which was collated as part of a research experiment on the population of harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in the Swansea area. As a result of analysing the raw date, I was able to determine many different aspects such as what times of year the harbour porpoises were most likely to be seen and where. The method that I used to establish this information was by creating tally charts and counting how many times a harbour porpoise, or harbour porpoises, were seen in each month of the year in each of the locations. I also used a number of different coloured highlighters for different locations in order to keep track. I found this task to be very time consuming and found myself having to concentrate for long periods of time to not loose track of the data. Having said that, I found it very satisfying completing the analysis of the data, and seeing how I could then use the data as supporting evidence in my assignment. 

Another aspect of the course that I have enjoyed is learning how to construct and write reflective diaries. I am now aware of how writing reflective diaries for each lecture could help me throughout this course. This can be done by simply summarising in a few words the main aims and objectives of the lectures, so that I can refer back to them as reminders. Furthermore, I understand that reflective diaries should still include the same structure as an essay, consisting of an introduction, main body and a conclusion for tem to be most effective. The introduction should say what I have learned, the main body should then go on to analyse what I have learnt, and the conclusion should highlight why it was important to learn the contents of the lecture. I have also learnt that reflective diaries can include pronouns such as ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘we’ and ‘us’ as it is all about what I have learned during the semester and therefore it is not essential to write in the third person like in assignments. 

(Please see appendix 2 for an example of one of my reflective diaries) 

Towards the end of the semester, everyone in the class had to individually create a Pecha Kucha style presentation, and present it to the rest of the class. A question and answer session then followed. Firstly, I had to choose a subject to do the presentation on which I decided on a local tree-planting project. Secondly, I then had to source the relevant information to include in the presentation, where I implemented the 5 W’s & H technique (Who, What, When, Why, Where & How). Using this technique allowed me to source the relevant information concisely. The presentation could only be a maximum of five minutes long and therefore found this difficult. I chose to use Microsoft PowerPoint to create my presentation in order to learn how to work it for future reference. 
Once I had created the presentation I timed myself to make sure it took 5 minutes to present. The question and answer session went well, although I do feel that I had concentrated more on delivering the presentation itself than preparing for the question and answer session. Overall I was really happy with the feedback I received with the main learning points being:

· To including references in my presentation 
· To include scales on any maps which I use in the future 
· To include more information as to why projects are important to the climate 

(Please see appendix 3 for a copy of the feedback) 

In conclusion, I believe these skills that I have learned are vitally important to me as I have not been in education for many years. I feel I will benefit from these skills not only throughout this course, but through out my future career once I have qualified.




Appendices 



Appendix 1:

 ‘Alternative Summary – Mexico City Case Study

Summary

This Mexico City Case Study examines how current environmental issues such as urban pollution, land degradation and climate change have resounding similarities sharing common causes and solutions. Furthermore, the study goes onto to discuss elements such as how air pollutants and greenhouse gases arise largely from combustion. In addition, it is emphasised these elements play key roles in air quality, climate change and ecosystem perturbations.  The study outline that there is a clear need to pursue and coordinate studies in the future that can support environmental policies in order to achieve multiple benefits.

This study identifies a number of interdisciplinary approaches to understanding and defeating air pollution, in relation to health, transportation, and administration.  Although the study focuses on the Mexico City area, the work undertaken could potentially be used nationally in order to achieve development. As stated, what is learned from this Mexico City Case Study will provide insights on the challenges and opportunity facing other megacities of the world in the future. 

The study expresses that policies to reduce air pollution are to be based on the best available scientific knowledge possible and that political will and capacity must then transform this knowledge into action. 

To summarise, the study comes to an end by stating that a great amount of effort is needed in relation to the implementations of solutions to air pollution in the MCMA. For this, it emphasises that it is necessary to have the active and informed participation of society, the private sector, the academic community, social organizations, and of course, the government.’



Appendix 2: 


‘Reflective Diary
Lecture: Air Pollution

In this lecture we learnt about the effects of air pollution, we looked at a case study on ‘The Great Smog of London’, and how to write a reflective diary. We also had to write an alternative summary to a case on air pollution in Mexico City, this was work set for us to do in our own time. 

Air pollution can be defined as particles in the air that can be harmful when inhaled. These particles can be measured with the volume measurement of PM (Particular Matter), and can be categorised in to 3 different measurement sizes: PM10, PM2.5 and PM1. Air pollution can also be classed as ‘Primary Pollutant’ and ‘Secondary Pollutant’. One thing in the lecture that I found astonishing was the case study called ‘The Great Smog of London’ that happened in 1952 and lasted for 4 days, the air was so thick with pollution and visibility was so poor that sporting events had to be cancelled and people were not allowed to drive. This terrible event led to many premature deaths in London. 

Towards the end of the lecture we learnt how to write and construct a reflective diary. The whole aim of a reflective diary is to summaries everything that I have learnt throughout the lecture so that I can refer back to it when needed. This is a skill that could be useful to us throughout the course. 





The lecturer set us work to do in our own time, this was to write an alternative summary to a case study on air pollution in Mexico City. This is something I found difficult as I struggled to write the summary without copying what was already written word for word.’ Although I found this challenging I believe it to be a valuable skill that is required for writing essays.





Appendix 3: 


Feedback

 ‘Really good topic to discuss and the "what" and "why" format was useful. You might have strengthened your rationale (why it is important) however by including a couple of facts and stats on levels of soil degradation, carbon capture etc. How much have we lost in terms of canopy cover in recent years? How much carbon capture potential is there by planting trees? It was really good to include a map of the area but do ensure that you add in a scale and a northing symbol.  Overall, there was a good balance of imagery: narrative. 

It was a pity there were no references included. Whether it's an essay, poster or presentation, we still expect some in-text citations (Author's surname and date). Where there is a quote , you add a page number to that. In the full reference list, the list should be in alphabetical order of surname and just think of it in terms of traceability. How would I or anyone else find that information again - is there all the info listed so that we can easily go and find that same article? Treat Websites exactly the same as a book or journal article. Organisations, Government bodies etc can be authors as their material is likely to have been peer-reviewed before publishing. Any more unusual sources where there is no clear author should be listed as Anon (as in Anonymous).’
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