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Introduction 

As uni t b y unit writing starts , what shap e shoul d the units take ? I f a 
unit has a poor structure , students will have difficulty learning . The y 
may get lost. The y must hav e thei r attention drawn to what is important 
and must find their way easily through the text. Clea r headings and other 
typographical features will help with this, but these are of little use if 
the basic structure of the unit is unsound. 

At th e end of this uni t yo u will be able to consider th e introduction, 
body and end of a unit and, for each section: 

list thos e feature s tha t ar e essentia l an d thos e tha t ar e 
desirable; 
recognise different ways of presenting the features; 
assess material and decide whether these features are present; 
advise the writer on improving the structure; 
make certain amendments yourself. 

We will examine unit structure in logical order, from beginning, to middle 
and end. Th e unit will take about an hour to complete. I n the assignment 
you wil l conside r th e structur e o f a complet e unit , and sugges t som e 
revisions. Thi s may take you 2 or 3 hours. 
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1. Wha t is a unit? 

We us e th e ter m uni t t o describ e a  portio n of a distance-teaching text , 
which is distinct fro m other portions . Unit s can be separated by topic -
a differen t subjec t i s covere d i n eac h -  o r b y th e tim e the y nee d fo r 
study -  a  week' s part-tim e wor k i n eac h unit , perhap s -  o r b y a 
combination of both. Whateve r kind of distinction is used, each unit must 
be self-contained . I t shoul d contai n orientatio n fo r th e student , 
introducing hi m t o th e content , explanations o f th e topic s covered , and 
exercises t o help th e studen t lear n th e material. Th e material needs to 
be divided into sections, according to the subtopics. 

The editor needs to guide the writer into adopting a clear structure that 
contains these basic features. 

2. Beginnin g a unit 

We will start with an example of a good opening to a unit. Loo k carefully 
at Example 2 . I t is from a course called 'Th e Arts: a new approach'. I t 
is a pre-universit y cours e fo r peopl e returnin g t o study and planning to 
start a degree course in arts subjects in the near future. Th e unit (the 
word use d fo r 'unit ' in thi s cours e i s 'block' ) is calle d Th e Art s an d 
Childhood. Rea d th e extrac t carefull y an d the n writ e answer s t o th e 
questions. 

EXERCISE 1 

1. Wha t thre e skills will the students expect t o develop during the 
unit? 

2. Wha t is the unit about? 

3. Ho w will the students demonstrate the skills they acquire? 

4. Ho w long will they need to spend on the unit? 

5. Doe s the introduction show how the unit relates to other parts of 
the course? 
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EXAMPLE 2 : Fro m 'Th e Arts : a  fres h approach' , Nationa l Extensio n 
College, Cambridge, UK, 1977, p.19 
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6. Doe s the introduction make you want to read the unit? 

7. Ca n yo u thin k o f anythin g els e a  studen t might nee d t o know 
before starting? 

8. Ca n you think any other introductory features the writer might 
have included? 

(20 minutes) 

Comment 

1. Writing , readin g an d thinkin g criticall y ar e th e thre e skill s 
specified in the section headed 'Aims'. 

2. Th e unit is about childhood. I n the section headed 'Outline' , the 
writer specifie s tha t sh e will begin with the topic of games, and then 
lists the other themes she will cover. 

3. I n the section headed 'Assignments' , students are advised that they 
have to write an account of an experience from their childhood, compare 
three paintings and then two poems. Al l this work will be assessed by a 
tutor. Th e previous section also mentions that there will be activities. 

4. Abou t 24 hours (section 1.3) 

5. Yes . Th e last words of the first paragraph indicate that the skills 
to be developed have been discussed in the previous block. Th e paragraph 
about writing refers to work that will be done 'in the latter part of the 
course' and the one on thinking critically refers to work in block 3, the 
next block. 

6. Ther e are several ways in which this Introduction makes me want to 
read on. First , I get the feeling the unit will be clearly organised, and 
that encourages me. Then , the description of the alms suggests why these 
aims have been selected, so that the underlying purpose of the unit is 
clarified. I  also feel encouraged by the way the writer suggests my own 
experiences will be useful as part of the work, the idea that these will 
provide 'common ground' for looking at the experiences of others. 

I fee l tha t th e uni t will b e interestin g an d not to o difficult, as I 
already have something to contribute on the subject. Finally , I like the 
friendly, informal tone of the writing. 
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7. I t might b e useful to have a list of equipment or books the students 
will need fo r th e unit. I t could be helpful, too, to suggest in section 
1.3 how student s might divid e up the work. Obviousl y they are not going 
to study for 24 hours at a stretch. Ho w long will each section take? 

8. Th e writer might have included a revision exercise or summary of work 
done i n th e previou s unit . Ther e could als o be some sor t o f diagnosti c 
test, to help th e student s work out where thei r strength s and weaknesses 
lie before they start work on the unit. I t would also be useful to have a 
contents list giving page references. 

We can now list the elements needed for a unit introduction. They include: 

a statement of aims 
an introduction to the subject 
study data (time, equipment, books) 
a description of learning outcomes 
orientation to the subject 

All these elements will help students to organise their study. Ther e is a 
serious difficulty , however, in preparing a unit introduction . Ho w much 
detail d o w e include ? O n th e on e hand , w e wan t t o includ e al l th e 
information student s will fin d useful , both when the y start th e unit and 
later whe n the y wan t t o refe r bac k t o it . O n th e othe r hand , i f th e 
introduction is long, many students will not remember all the information 
and some will not read it at all. W e therefore need an introduction that 
contains just the right amount of information. 

3. Presentin g an introduction 

How, then , shoul d w e presen t a n introduction ? First , le t u s loo k a t 
alternative ways of introducing the five elements listed above. 

Aims: a commo n techniqu e i s t o presen t th e aims i n terms of behavioura l 
objectives; 'at  th e en d o f thi s uni t yo u will b e abl e t o do th e 
following ... ' an d a  lis t follows . Thi s techniqu e give s student s 
explicit guidance on what they will achieve. You will find a list of 
behavioural objectives at the beginning of each unit in this manual. 

A difficulty with behavioural objectives is that in certain subjects 
the list may be lon g and forbidding . Thi s applies particularly to 
science subjects . I  hav e com e acros s unit s wit h 2 0 o r mor e 
objectives listed . I n suc h case s i t ma y b e bette r t o presen t a 
description o f aims , and specif y objective s a s eac h occur s i n th e 
unit, with each section heading, for example. 

A furthe r difficult y i s tha t forma l statement s o f objective s ma y 
look silly and borin g i n some subjects . Th e course from which the 
example abov e i s take n ha s broa d aim s concerne d wit h developin g 
skills o f writing , readin g an d thinking . I f th e objective s wer e 
presented formall y the y woul d b e almos t identica l i n eac h block . 
The write r ha s avoide d thi s repetitio n b y th e clea r an d usefu l 
description of aims. 

Many teacher s strongl y dislike th e idea of restricting th e aims of 
their teachin g t o matte r tha t ca n b e full y describe d i n term s o f 
behaviour. Whil e this anti-objectives position deserves to be taken 
seriously, distan t student s nee d clea r guidanc e o n th e purpos e o f 
their studies. 
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A sectio n heade d 'aims ' i s therefor e on e alternativ e t o forma l 
objectives. Anothe r is an informal description of aims included in 
an introduction. (Se e exercise 2 below.) 

Introduction to the subject: this can be an outline, as in Exampl e 2, o r 
an overview describing th e main concepts to be discussed, or simply 
a contents list . It s function is to attract th e student's interest 
and focu s attention. Introductio n and aims may sometimes be within 
the sam e paragraph . Th e introductio n ma y ofte n indicat e ho w th e 
content of the present unit relates to others in the course. 

Study data: most courses have a general introduction givin g guidanc e o n 
study, but ofte n student s will need a  particular boo k or equipmen t 
for one particular unit. The y need to know this before they settle 
down t o work . Suc h informatio n i s ofte n presente d i n a  lis t o r 
displayed in a frame. Whe n units vary in length, guidance on timing 
is also needed. 

Learning outcomes: a description o f these wil l help student s understand 
what t o expect . Expecte d outcome s ar e include d i n an y forma l 
statement o f objectives. You can also includ e a  brief descriptio n 
of th e majo r wor k th e student s wil l do , a s i n sectio n 1. 4 i n 
Example 2. 

Orientation: in Example 2, some orientation is included in the description 
of aims. W e must make sure that the writer has a clear view of what 
the student s kno w o r need t o know before the y start th e unit. I f 
certain skills or facts are essential, then revision of these may be 
included i n the introductor y section . I f som e student s ar e likel y 
to be more advance d tha n others, a preliminar y tes t will help each 
individual to discover where to concentrate his efforts. 

There i s no se t formul a fo r startin g a  unit, but the introduction should 
always be short, clear, and motivating. D o you think the introduction in 
Example 2  satisfies thos e criteria ? I  think o n th e whole i t does , but 
perhaps it is rather long. 

4. Improvin g an introduction 

Editors ofte n hav e t o rewrit e o r amen d introductions . Writer s ofte n 
forget about matter-of-fact point s like equipment needed. Other s fail to 
express their aims clearly enough, and you may have to rephrase them. Yo u 
may need t o impos e a forma t o n the introduction, and reorganise the text 
to fit . Usuall y th e introductio n i s th e las t par t o f a  uni t t o b e 
completed, s o fina l amendment s ar e ofte n mad e b y th e edito r afte r th e 
writer has finished work. 

Example 3* is another introduction, this time from a workbook containing 8 
lessons (units) . I t i s fro m a n in-servic e upgradin g cours e fo r 
unqualified primar y schoo l teacher s i n Lesotho. Thi s boo k is about home 
economics. Loo k at the example carefully then try the exercise. 

* Exampl e 3  has bee n reduced i n size in our printing, so that two pages 
can be shown on one of ours. Man y other examples have also been slightly 
reduced, to make them fit. Th e smaller type indicates which these are. 
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EXAMPLE 3 : Fro m 'Hom e Economics II : I  Clothing', Lesoth o Distanc e 
Teaching Centre/National Teacher Training College, Maseru, Lesotho 



EXERCISE 2 

We have said tha t an introduction should includ e a statement of aims, 
an introduction to the subject, study data, a description of learning 
outcomes, and any necessary orientation to the subject. I t should be 
short, clea r an d motivating . Wha t suggestion s woul d yo u mak e fo r 
improving Example 3? 

(10 minutes) 

Comment 

It is hard to suggest ways to improve this excellent introduction. I  note 
that i t start s wit h a  clearl y displaye d content s list . Th e text itsel f 
starts with a welcome, then a summary of the material. Aim s are given by 
explaining t o student s wha t the y will learn , and th e work fo r th e tutor 
(worksheet) i s clearl y described . Th e importanc e o f practica l wor k i s 
stressed, and the introduction ends with an encouraging "Good luck". 

As a student, I would want to know how much time to take over the work. I 
would als o wan t t o kno w what equipmen t an d material s I  would need , and 
whether I  would hav e access t o any face-to-fac e suppor t fo r my practica l 
work. I  woul d therefor e sugges t addin g thes e points . Yo u ma y hav e 
thought of some different ones. 

5. Th e body of the unit 

This will normally consist of a number of sections, each of which presents 
at leas t on e ne w point , and o f exercise s relate d t o thos e points . Th e 
writer mus t mak e th e structur e clear . Yo u will nee d t o chec k tha t th e 
unit I s divide d int o sections , and tha t differen t kind s o f work withi n 
each section are clearly distinguished. 

It is unusual for a unit to be so short that a student works through it in 
one session . A  divisio n int o suitabl e section s therefor e provide s th e 
student with obvious stopping places. 

Within th e sections , heading s o r sign s ca n mar k change s fro m tex t t o 
exercises. Clea r organisatio n wil l hel p th e student s t o see where the y 
are going . Som e student s wil l want t o tak e shor t cuts , missing ou t o r 
skimming throug h certai n sections . Th e layout o f th e text -  the use of 
headings, spaces and sign s - will provid e th e student with guidance. W e 
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shall look at layout i n detail in a later unit, but a good layout is only 
possible if the unit has a clear structure. 

EXERCISE 3 

Examine th e unit s i n thi s manual . Not e ho w the y ar e divide d int o 
sections, with exercises and examples marked off distinctly. 

(5 minutes) 

6. Commo n errors 

It is difficult t o devise a clear structur e that will work for all units 
in a  course . You  wil l lear n more about organisin g th e main body of the 
unit a s yo u rea d throug h th e manual . A s yo u edit , wha t shoul d yo u 
particularly look out for? 

There are a number of common errors writers make: 

* n o break s i n th e unit : i t run s straigh t throug h wit h n o 
subheadings ; 

* rando m breaks : a  fe w subheading s ar e given , bu t the y d o no t 
provide a clear division into sections; 

* inconsisten t numbering of sections; 

* exercise s start in the middle of a paragraph; 

* exercise s all at the end of a unit. 

You ma y b e abl e t o ad d t o th e lis t fro m you r experience . Remin d th e 
writer o f th e distanc e learner' s circumstances . Shor t spell s o f study , 
the difficulty of concentration, the need for frequent checks on progress: 
all thes e deman d a  clea r structur e t o enabl e student s t o organise their 
study effectively. 

7. Endin g a unit 

First, your ideas. 

EXERCISE 4 

What features would you expect to find at the end of a unit? Jo t down 
your ideas before reading on. 

(5 minutes) 
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Comment 

You might fin d any or all of the following: a final test or assignment; a 
summary or descriptive review of the unit; a checklist t o remind students 
of wha t the y shoul d hav e done ; idea s fo r furthe r readin g o r optiona l 
activities; a reference to the next unit, to encourage the student to read 
on; answer s t o self-assessmen t questions . You r lis t wil l probabl y b e 
different fro m mine; as wit h th e beginnings o f units , there i s no set 
formula for ends . 

Imagine th e write r askin g th e studen t thre e questions : Hav e yo u don e 
everything? D o you remember what it was about? Ca n you show me what you 
remember? 

Have you done everything? I t is usual, in a longer unit, to provide the 
student with a checklist of all the main activities. Sometime s we arrange 
this with space for the student to mark off tasks completed. Th e example 
below fro m a n Englis h literatur e cours e I s arrange d unde r sectio n 
headings, and gives short descriptions of the work and page references. 

EXAMPLE 4 : Fro m 'Engl i s h 'A'  l e v e l ' , Nat iona l Extensio n Col l ege , 
Cambridge, UK , 1975 , volum e 2 , p.10 2 
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Do you remember what it is about? A  reminder of the main point is useful, 
especially when the study of a unit stretches over several days or weeks. 
This could b e a summary, or a list of objectives place d at the end of the 
unit instea d o f a t th e beginning . Belo w yo u will fin d a n exampl e o f a 
summary from a science course. 

EXAMPLE 5 : Fro m 'Ou r Plane t Earth : Stud y Guid e Uni t Fl' , Zim-Sci, 
University o f Zimbabwe and Ministry of Education and Culture, Harare, 
Zimbabwe, p.53 
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Can you show me that you remember? A n assignment or self-marked exercis e 
placed a t th e en d o f a  uni t ough t t o provid e th e studen t wit h a n 
opportunity to review the major themes of the unit as a whole. 

EXAMPLE 6 : Fro m 'Ou r Plane t Earth : Stud y Guid e Uni t Fl' , Zim-Sci, 
University o f Zimbabw e an d Ministry o f Educatio n an d Culture , Harare, 
Zimbabwe, p.53 
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The extract below is from a British human biology unit called 'the food 
chain'. I t shows, first, a suggestion for optional extra work. Next , the 
unit objectives , labelled 'checklist' . Finally , a note about th e next 
unit. 

EXAMPLE 7: Fro m 'Human Biology '0' level, National Extension College, 
Cambridge, UK, 1981, Volume 1, pp.105-6 

EXERCISE 5 

In Example 7 above, the objectives are at the end of the unit. Ca n 
you list reasons for and against placing objectives at the beginning 
of the unit, and at the end? Tr y to write at least one reason in each 
box of the table below. 

For Agains t 

Objectives at 
the beginning 

Objectives at 
the end 

(10 minutes) | 
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Comment 

The answer below shows that i t is not easy to decide on the best position 
for objectives. 

For 

Defines for students 
Objectives wha t they are going to 
at learn . Helps them 
beginning organis e their work 

It should be easy for 
Objectives student s to understand 
at end al l the objectives. 

They can look back and 
check that they have 
achieved them . 

Against 

List may be too long and forbidding. 
Some of the objectives may mean 
little to the 
student 

Not so effective as at the 
beginning; n o help to the student 
in organising work. Th e student 
may have concentrated on the wrong 
things because the objectives were 
not clear at the outset. 

Some peopl e prefe r objective s a t th e beginning s o f units , an d other s 
choose t o plac e the m a t th e end . Yo u will hav e t o decid e fo r yoursel f 
which you prefer. 

8. Preliminar y editing 

You can make a rough estimate of the quality of a first draft by examining 
the structure. Thi s takes a few minutes. Chec k the aims of the unit, and 
check tha t ther e i s a t leas t on e exercise correspondin g t o each aim, so 
students have an opportunity t o show what the y have learnt. I f the aims 
are no t clear , o r thes e essentia l exercise s ar e lacking , th e uni t i s 
unfinished o r inadequate. Yo u should ask the writer t o rewrite it before 
going any further. 

If yo u accep t th e text , the n yo u ca n g o o n t o edi t i t i n th e way s 
suggested in the next few units. 

Summary 

This uni t ha s identifie d a  numbe r o f feature s tha t shoul d b e present i n 
every unit. 

At the beginning there should be: 

a statement of aims 
an introduction to the subject matter 
study data 
a description of learning outcomes 
orientation to the subject 

In the body of the unit there should be: 

clear division into sections 
a sequence of new material and exercises 

At the end there should be: 

a check on what the student should have done 
a check on what the unit was about 
a check on whether the material has been learnt 
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An edito r mus t chec k th e tex t t o ensur e tha t al l thes e feature s ar e 
present, advise the writer where improvements are needed, and suggest ways 
of makin g th e improvements . Yo u must als o b e prepare d t o attemp t som e 
amendments yourself, and the assignment will give you an opportunity to do 
this. 

ASSIGNMENT C 

Choose a  cours e uni t o r tex t simila r t o thos e yo u will normall y b e 
working on . Chec k whethe r th e feature s liste d i n th e summar y ar e 
present. Mar k any points which need clarification. Thi s should take 
only a few minutes. 

Now make a  carefu l analysis o f th e introductory section . Loo k again 
at the samples in this unit, and look at other examples from your own 
institution. Ca n you improve the beginning of your sample unit? Tr y 
to write an improved version. Thi s may take a couple of hours. 

If yo u hav e neve r trie d thi s before , yo u wil l probabl y fin d i t 
difficult. I t i s wort h persevering ; often , a n introductio n need s 
revising a t th e las t moment , and th e edito r ma y b e th e onl y perso n 
available to do it. 

When you feel ready, discuss your work with a colleague. Remembe r to 
explain wha t yo u hav e bee n tryin g t o do, so tha t th e discussio n i s 
constructive. 

53 


	Unit 4 : The Structure of a Unit



