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Below is pretty much the entire list of instructive verbs you are likely to encounter in tasks 
or questions. Instructive verbs are words that tell you what information to present and, 
as importantly, how to present it. Careful attention to these is a large part of successfully 
answering questions and writing essays (8Effective writing). On the other hand, not 
paying attention to them can cost you a lot of marks where you may actually have known 
the work, because you …
•   answered inappropriately
•   couldn’t finish writing because you included irrelevant information or  

unnecessary detail
•   left out detail or reasoning that was required.
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2. Instructive verbs

Instructive 
verb

Description

Account for Give a logical explanation why something is as it is – emphasis on ‘why’.

Analyse
Consider the parts in detail – derived from the roots ana meaning ‘apart’ and lysis 
meaning ‘to split’.

Annotate Add notes/comments to labels on a diagram or text.

Appraise Judge the value/merit of, and arrive at a recommendation/conclusion if necessary. 

Arrange Put in a particular order, usually as a series.

Calculate Use mathematics/arithmetic to derive an answer (nb: always show working).

Clarify Make clear by eliminating detail and emphasising main points.

Classify Arrange into groups based on shared characteristics.

Comment on Give a short opinion, or say whatever is noteworthy.

Compare Point out both similarities and differences.

Consider Bear in mind/think about ... answer in relation to this.

Contrast Point out only the differences between.

Critique See ‘Appraise’.

Defend Argue for one particular viewpoint and show why other viewpoints are wrong. 

Define
State precisely and unambiguously, i.e. as briefly as possible. Often best not to use own 
words but stick to given definitions.

Demonstrate Show ability to do something, often by making something clear using examples.

Describe Say what is. Do not say why, or give reasons. 

Design/devise Come up with an idea/plan of action.

Discuss Similar to ‘comment’ but with longer explanation. Consider from all angles. 

Distinguish 
between

Describe the components but emphasise the difference(s) between. 



Citation
Citation is seldom required at school level, though if you think about it, it occurs just 
about all the time. Everytime someone asks, “Who said that?” or “How do you know 
that?”, it’s a request for citation!

‘Citing’ means to ‘back up’ a statement by identifying the source it came from. This is 
done in such a way as to interfere as little as possible with the flow of the text itself. The 
citation in the text is therefore short and refers to the full version of the source in the 
Reference List. Citing is necessary whether you have put the work of others into your 
own words or you have quoted it, i.e. written it word-for-word in inverted commas 
(verbatim). Quoting is only really necessary where …
•   the wording of the original author is as profound as its content, i.e. it cannot be  

said better!
•   the statement is so important that one doesn’t want to risk changing its meaning in 

any way
•   the quote is noteworthy for its grammatical error! In this case it is necessary to write sic 

afterwards which means, ‘Yes, this really is what was said’!

Remember that ... 
•   all cited information must be put in the Reference List
•   the Reference List must only include references that were cited.

A brief overview of citation rules
A citation in the text always refers to a particular source by using the author(s) surname 
and year of publication. Here are some of the common forms:
•   Use the author’s name in the sentence, but followed by the year in brackets,  

e.g. Buchanan (1998) states that fish are born alive
•   Put author’s name and year in brackets after a statement,  

e.g. Fish are born alive (Buchanan, 1998)
•   If the source has two authors, both are given,  

e.g. Fish are born alive (Buchanan & Zylstra, 1998)
•   If more than one source is cited, they are listed alphabetically, 

e.g. Fish are born alive (Buchanan, 1998; Davies 1997). 

Note: Fish are generally not born alive which is why it would be important to back the 
statement up if you stated they were!

Referencing
Acknowledging the source of information is becoming increasingly important, mostly 
because more and more people have easy access to ideas via the Internet. It is therefore 
important to distinguish these ideas from your own. Another reminder: plagiarism 
(stealing the ideas of others, or claiming the work of others to be your own) is academic 
theft and is a very serious offence. It has become so widespread that many institutions 
have staff whose sole job is to search for plagiarism, often using specially designed software 
packages. The simplest way to check for plagiarism is to type a sentence into Google and 
the original source will pop up!

As stated earlier, you will either create a ‘Reference List’ of cited work, or a ‘Bibliography’ 
of sources consulted generally and not cited in the text. Either way, the system of 
referencing is the same. The references are arranged alphabetically. If you refer to more 
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than one piece of work by a single author, then the references are put in date order from 
oldest to most recent. 

What follows below are the conventions for some of the more common types of sources 
available. In reality, the rules for doing this (capitalisation, punctuation, order, etc.) are 
very precise. Here, the conventions are shown as accurately as possible without being too 
picky. In each case, the convention is followed by an example. 

Finally, because of the accuracy required to do this rather tedious process, a number of 
software packages have been developed that will prompt you for the required information 
and use this to faithfully format your references according to whatever system you choose!

Before we begin … here are the main sources used to write this chapter!!

Referencing according to the Harvard System

Reference to a book

Needed:
•  Author’s surname and initials, in capitals
•  Year of publication in brackets
•  Edition (if not the fi rst)
•  Book Title (in italics or underlined)
•  Publisher
•  Place of publication

One author:
BRANCH, G. (1998). Guide to Marine Mammals. Struik, Cape Town.

Two authors:
GRIFFITHS, C. and DAVIES, C. (1994). Freshwater Fish (2nd ed). Struik, Cape Town.

Th ree or more authors:
JONES, C. et al. (2002). Computing in Cyberspace. MacMillan, London.

Edited book:
SMUTS, T. (ed). (2001). Astronomy! LookBooks, New York.

No author:
Encyclopaedia Brittanica. (2003). Volume 5. Borland, CA.
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Why summarise?
The main reasons for summarising or making notes are to …
•   reduce the quantity of unnecessary information
•   make important content clearer
•   encourage focus on the work and improve understanding as part of the learning process. 

None of the above can be effectively achieved without thinking, so … 
The more thinking that goes into summarising, the more valuable it is; the process is as 
important as the product.

The incorrect strategy: the reproductive approach
This is the most common approach and, as the name suggests, simply reproduces 
content in a shortened form. This approach has little learning value because it is 
usually accompanied by minimal thinking. In fact, shortening it in this way can lead to 
misconceptions if the context of keywords is ignored. 

The simplest (and most ineffective) form of the reproductive approach is also the most 
passive: the underlining or highlighting of text. The reason why this doesn’t work well is 
because it is easy to highlight too much and so it becomes indiscriminate. In other words, 
it becomes hard to distinguish the important from the not-so-important within the 
highlighting! 

One step up from this is ‘copying’ text and diagrams more-or-less as they were given in 
the first place. This approach also does little to enhance understanding because it involves 
no mental processing. Just think: it’s easy to copy out writing in a foreign language; it 
doesn’t mean you understand it! It also takes a lot of time, which unfortunately can give 
you the false sense of security that you’ve spent a long time (which you have) making 
progress (which you haven’t)! Keeping the existing format doesn’t give you anything more 
useful than what you started with. 

Reproductive approaches are often accompanied by lots of chatting and distraction (iPods, 
etc.) – yet another indicator that thought is not as focused as it should be. 

Principles of correct summarising
How closely one sticks to the following styles depends on how much time one has, and 
how much help is needed in order to stay focused!
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6. Summarising

     IN&OUT
A summary must shorten information, make content clearer and encourage learning. Summarising 
requires thinking – it is an active process.
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Numbering is used where order is important, or where you 
want to keep track of or refer to particular points easily. 
Bulleted lists apply where order is unimportant. However 
you should always try to create meaning, so don’t be afraid 
to change the order of the items in a bulleted list if it makes 
the information easier to remember. It can help to arrange 
otherwise random items in an order that makes an acrostic 
(a piece of writing where the fi rst letters link to make up a 

word). Use acrostics where features are related only at the most general level, especially 
when the order doesn’t matter, as in Figure 6.1 – all about ‘John’!

Organograms 
Organograms are used to arrange information that consists mostly of headings and/or 
has a strong hierarchy or system of classifi cation, i.e. ranked classes of information in 
‘parent’, ‘child’ (subordinate) and ‘sibling’ groups. Where there is a strong hierarchy but 
lots of content, it is best to fi rst make an organogram of the headings only, using numbers 
and font size to discriminate the hierarchical level. Th e content can then be linked to this 
or summarised elsewhere.

Use the page in a landscape format, because organograms tend to spread very quickly. 
Start with the main heading centralised at the top and work down from there. For clarity, 
the branches must go horizontally and vertically only.  It is very important to avoid 
confusion. Groups at the same hierarchical level are physically in the same plane on the 
page. Th e biggest danger here is being cramped sideways for space! 

Figure 6.2  An example of an organogram

Tabulation 
Use this format when a number of objects are compared using the same points of 
comparison. Th is would be a comparative table, or if it includes numerical information, 
a data table (8Tables).

Table 6.1  An example of a comparative table

Object to compare Whole blood Tissue fl uid Lymph
Red blood cells Huge numbers None None
White blood cells Most; 50x less than red Some Lots
Platelets Lots None None

•  Jovial always
•  ’Onest lad
•  Happy
•  Naughty ... in fun way

Figure 6.1  An example of an acrostic

Plasma Cells

White Red PlateletsWater Dissolved 
minerals Proteins

Blood
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14.  Evaluating 

information

     IN&OUT
This chapter is about deciding on how worthwhile information is.

This is done here by considering the acronym CARS:

∂  Credibility: How believable the information is, based on the author’s credentials, the source, the 
overall professionalism and the medium used.

∂  Accuracy: How closely information represents reality is based on its currency, completeness, reliability, 
validity and purpose. Validity focuses on how good the reasoning and arguments are. Purpose needs 
to be carefully watched for the four types of bias.

∂  Reasonableness: This considers style of writing, how much fact there is, how objective the author is 
and how the information compares to other known information.

∂  Support: This considers how much ‘other’ information the author has referred to and to what extent 
other sources back the information up.

The acronym DECIDE is another acronym that outlines evaluation specifically for a decision-making 
process. A good decision considers all sides of an argument.

We live in an age of information. Information comes in all forms and is written for all 
sorts of reasons. Sometimes it is the truth, sometimes it is not, and sometimes it’s hard to 
tell. Deciding which information is valuable and of high quality can be made a lot easier if 
you know what to look for. This chapter provides these pointers using a system called cars 
– an acronym that stands for Credibility, Accuracy, Reasonableness, Support.

Credibility
Credibility means how much the source can be trusted. This you must conclude by looking 
for things like the following:

•   The source. This consists of primary sources and secondary sources. Historians 
often use primary sources, which is information produced first-hand around the 
time of an event. These may be letters, journals, eye-witness accounts and, of course, 
photographs and drawings. Secondary sources are essentially ‘second-hand’ sources. 
Primary sources are often accurate but can be biased (more about this later). 

•   Author’s authority. This is based on education and appropriate experience in the 
field. Well-known authors who have been around a long time and have a good track 
record are more likely to be credible. Read the foreword, the back cover, or ‘About the 
author’ sections of the book. Multiple authors on a book tend to point to work being 
collaborative and less prone to individual shortcomings.

•   Author’s affiliations. Who does the author work for or with (e.g. non-profit 
organisations, NGOs, corporates, etc.)?

•   Marketing. Who is marketing the work? Sometimes the marketer can ‘buy’ influence 
for the information they are marketing. Is this the work of an individual acting 
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21.  Poster 

presentations

     IN&OUT
Poster-making is probably the most common presentation skill at school, yet probably also the one that 
is done the most incorrectly because people copy the style of what they see around them! 

Some main aspects to consider are:

∂  Know the criteria – permissible size, etc.

∂  Get the correct information through proper planning and research, and summarise it into the correct, 
highly shortened format. Text should be readable at a distance.

∂  The flow of the poster must be logical or guided.

∂  Ensure your material carries a strong visual theme with pictures edited and displayed to meet your 
requirements/standards.

∂  Everything about the poster should be professional with an emphasis on creativity rather than  
‘prettiness’ .

∂  Nothing goes on the back.

∂  Decide how you will display your poster and ensure its construction is suitable.

Posters can be designed and produced by professionals working with the author, such as 
academic support services at universities, but this chapter is about posters you are likely to 
design and produce yourself! 

We all know what posters look like … but do we know what they ought to look like?! 
Scientific posters are for public display. They are designed to present highly summarised 
(concise) information, readable at a distance through a strong visual message. The author 
will usually also prepare a much fuller written report or present a talk on the content; it is 
not the role of the poster to present the work in full. The skills to master are:
1. Conveying a strong, creative visual message.
2. Writing your message in clear, concise English.

Where to start
1. Check the criteria:

•   What is the scope(extent) of the topic? This is important because you are not 
allowed much writing. It must be clear in your mind what is within and what is 
beyond the scope.

•   What size is specified? This is important because it gives an idea of how much 
material you can accommodate.

•   Any other criteria. Sometimes you are expected to include certain types of data, 
photo’s etc. Failure to meet specified criteria will compromise your poster.

2. Research (8Literature research). Use the skills described to collect as much relevant 
information as you can around the topic. Organise the main points using a concept 
map (8Summarising).
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3.  Refine the topic if necessary, especially where you invented it. Some topics have a lot 
of information which, due to space limitations, may make the content too superficial. 
In such cases, try to make your topic more specific and therefore in-depth. If your 
topic is intentionally broad, more emphasis must be given to being comprehensive.

4.  Devise a catchy heading. This is your first bit of creative ‘poster-writing’ skill. The 
title must immediately capture the reader’s interest. Think  
provocative, emotive, clever, etc! When designing the title  
think “Newspaper headline”! 

   Look at Figure 21.1 alongside – a clever heading for a 
poster about what ants get up to.

Planning for a clear message
Whether it is a scientific poster, an advertising poster, or a History poster, everything 
about your poster must have visual appeal and work towards conveying a clear message. 
This is what is meant by being creative. Note that creative does not mean pretty – pretty 
means appealing for no real reason! 

With the above in mind, proceed as follows:

1.  Select information. Work in a top-down manner, i.e. from general to specific. This 
means you should start by planning the general layout, then decide on main headings, 
sub-headings and finally actual content. Good visual information is vital. Most pictures 
are not ‘perfect’ for one’s own purpose. Choose carefully and/or edit pictures so that 
they accurately convey your message and write a caption for each. Decide on all the 
‘must haves’ first! Remember to allow space for your name(s) and a bibliography 
(8Referencing and citation)… nothing goes on the ‘back’ of a poster.

2. Design a logical flow. Flow is crucial, and depends on your topic. Bearing in mind 
your topic and content, structure your layout so that it is logical. Bear in mind the 
following:
•   Portrait orientation is best for detailed, ‘deep’ topics; landscape orientation is better 

for ‘broad’ topics.
•   After the Title and Introduction, the eye’s default path is top-left to bottom-right. 
•   If the heading is central, the eye follows a clockwise path by default. 

Whatever layout you choose, try to make the flow obvious with clear headings in 
logical sequence, or use arrows or other visual guides. 

Finish this step by lightly drawing your layout on your poster, or plan it on paper.

3. Decide on fonts of headings carefully. The title should be in the biggest font, 
followed by a smaller font for sub-headings and a smaller one for text. Avoid using 
more than three font sizes. At planning stage allow space for fonts according to the 
formula …

height of text (mm) = approximate viewing distance (m) x 5

So …
•   If the main title should be visible from a reasonable distance in the venue, say 5m, 

the font size ought to be about 25 mm. 
•   Sub-headings should be visible at about 3m, i.e. a font of 15 mm. 

Keep the font styles uniform and simple. Avoid the temptation to go fancy. 
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23. Crafting

Producing effective, cheap, yet professional resources often requires a mixture of 
creativity, good fortune and practical skill. This section aims to give some basic tips for 
producing presentation material using common materials. Generally how you choose to 
make something is always a trade-off between ...
• keeping the materials as light and compact as possible 
 versus 
•   making the completed object as strong and durable as possible. 

The correct choice is usually a compromise between these two extremes. Finally, in 
whatever you do, the emphasis must be on creativity and professionalism, not ‘prettiness’.

All the products mentioned below are easy to come by at either hardware stores or large 
retail outlets such as Makro, Game and Hypers. There is a general guide at the end of this 
chapter if you are really stuck. 

Free-standing exhibits
Exhibitions usually consist of displays 
made up of free-standing booths or boards 
with tables for extra display (Figure 23.1). 
Other floor-standing items may also be 
present. Posters are usually attached to 
the display boards. The tables are used 
to display smaller free-standing exhibits, 
models or objects. This section looks at 
how to construct a free-standing poster-
type exhibit. 

Type of backing-board
If a board is required to stand by itself then it is best made of three or more segments. 
This either means having a stand or, better still, the exhibit is folded into panels that 
provide stability by standing at angles to each other, i.e. two ‘wings’ stand at an angle to 
the central segment. It is an advantage if these wings can lie totally flat during transport. 
The best materials to use are those that will not sag with time. Suggested products (see 
Figure 23.2) are …
•   corex (3.5 mm corrugated plastic – white is best): Available from retail-signage or 

plastic-manufacturing companies. This is preferable to corrugated cardboard which 
will sag quite quickly

•   4.2 mm masonite (plain or white hardboard)
•   3 to 8 mm plywood. Plywood and masonite come in much larger sheets (1220 x 2440 

mm) but off-cuts are often available at board distributors and some hardware stores. 
They are both heavier than corex

•   perspex/extruded acrylic: You’d be likely to use this where transparency is important. 
Available from plastics companies

Figure 23.1  A cosmetics exhibit in a mall 
with a main, floor-standing poster, easels with 
a poster on a backing board, and objects on the 
floor and pedestal



•   Where metal is used it 
is best to use 0.6 mm 
galvanised metal sheeting. 
Beware the sharp edges. 

The side wings can be joined (depending on the material) by …
•   gluing metal hinges onto them using hot-melt glue 
•   using duct tape, a very sticky cloth-based tape in a variety of colours
•   using strips of cloth glued on with PVA glue where wood is used
•   using clear silicon where perspex is used
•   riveting hinges onto metal, wood and perspex using a rivet gun 
•   heavily scoring (partially cutting through) the corex or masonite board with a knife 

and bending it when the score is deep enough. In this case a join is unnecessary.

Other product off-cuts such as chipboard and melamine board may also be suitable but 
are comparatively thick and heavy.

Attaching to the backing-board
Objects and posters can be attached to boards by various means (Figure 23.3). A hot-melt 
glue gun is generally useful. Plastic cable ties are strong and stiff yet flexible, and can be 
tightened to any length. They come in various lengths, thicknesses and colours. Wire can 
also be used, especially thin green garden wire available at nurseries. This is far easier to 
bend and twist than conventional wire. Other wire includes thin copper wire from inside 
telephone cables or nichrome fuse wire (that will not tarnish) available from electrical 
stores. Thinner florists wire (also green) is good for binding. Velcro from haberdashery 
shops is great where something needs to be removable. Glue a piece of the Velcro to each 
surface.

Figure 23.2   
(From top to bottom) 
Perspex, galvanised metal 
sheeting, thin coloured 
corex, 4 mm white 
masonite, 8 mm plywood

Figure 23.3  Hot-melt 
glue-gun (A), cable ties (B), 
galvanised wire (C), garden 
wire (D), nichrome wire 
(E), florists wire (F) and 
velcro (G)
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