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Teaching at Oxford  

Each course at Oxford places a different emphasis on lectures, seminars, classes, practicals 

and individual teaching.  Your Department or Faculty will run introductory sessions in the first 

few weeks of term to explain the emphasis within your subject.  This may be in large classes 

or in individual sessions with your tutor. 

The tutorial is central to teaching at Oxford.  It normally involves a tutor and two 

undergraduates (or occasionally one, or three undergraduates) and you will normally have at 

least one tutorial a week for the eight weeks of Full Term, each lasting about one hour.  This 

will require you to prepare work either to submit in advance or to take to the tutorial.  At the 

tutorial you will discuss the work you have done for the tutorial (e.g. an essay or problem 

sheet) and its wider implications with both you and the other student(s) present (your 

tutorial partner(s)). 

While organising tutorials is a College responsibility, lectures and seminars are organised by 

Departments and Faculties.  These are given by Oxford academics and sometimes respected 

guests from other institutions.  The lecturer will be an expert in the subject and will have 

researched in that area, collating even the most recent information and presenting it 

coherently.  The lecturers will be able to provide you with an analysis of the subject matter 

enabling you to understand the breadth of your subject, thus allowing more informed 

specialisation in later years.  It is also useful to hear information delivered in different ways, 

particularly if the lecturer is renowned within their field or beyond. 

Many subjects use small group teaching where you get more individual attention from 

lecturers than in a formal lecture, but less than in a tutorial.  In these classes you will benefit 

from the exchange of ideas with other students.  In the Sciences, you are likely to have 

practical classes each week.  These are essential to help you develop your knowledge of the 

subject and become adept at handling ‘the tools of the trade’, be they pipettes or theodolites, 

and often there is a requirement for you to complete a minimum number of practicals in 

order to pass your University exams.  Some subjects also use field trips and excursions to 

reinforce teaching and show you the resources available within the University and further 

afield. 
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What happens in a tutorial? 
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Obtaining books 

1. Plan your work sensibly in the light of library opening hours, which can be found at: 

http://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/subjects-and-libraries/opening-hours.  

In particular, do not count on being able to read works at the last minute: they may be on 

loan to someone else, or otherwise unavailable.  If an important work is unobtainable, ask 

your Tutor for advice or speak to your College Librarians, who may be able to source it for 

you. 

2. When you go to the library, do not necessarily be tempted to pick up the first book on 

your reading list and take it back to your room.  Take a moment to find your way through 

the text – use the contents pages and index to find relevant passages, you are not 

expected to read every page of a text!  Your Tutor will be able to suggest some key texts 

that are worth buying. 

3. When buying your own books, it’s much cheaper to get them second-hand; but make sure 

you are buying the latest edition of a text when this matters. 

Reading and note-taking 

Rather than just deciding to begin at the beginning, it is worth thinking about how to 

approach reading a book. 

1. Begin reading by browsing or surveying the book.  Study the table of contents and 

index to see how the ideas in the book are structured.  From chapter headings and 

subheadings, you may be able to note those sections that are most relevant for 

your purposes. 

2. Check the publication date.  This may alert you to the position of the book either in 

relation to recent ideas, current data or particular subject paradigms. 

3. Read the abstract, foreword, preface and introduction, as these tend to contain the 

structure of the book and a summary of the main themes. 

4. The body of the text will contain, in carefully arranged chapters, all the relevant 

material to support the themes and ideas. 

5. Conclusions provide a summary of the main ideas and may point to a different 

perspective arising from the author’s discussion of the material. 

6. An index is 

http://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/subjects-and-libraries/opening-hours
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7. For factual information, it is often unnecessary to read the whole book.  Carefully 

skim the table of contents and index to select the most useful parts. 

8. If you have a particularly difficult piece to read, you may need to read it more than 

once – first to understand the basic ideas, then more closely to get answers to the 

specific questions you have in mind.  You may need to go back and read a simple 

text as an introduction. 

Notes are taken for different purposes, and those purposes determine the amount of detail 

required in your note-taking.  You might be tempted to try and write down everything you 

read.  This is often just not practicable, or even desirable.  When making notes, 
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leave enough space around the text to allow your Tutor to add comments if they take 

the work in for marking.  A Tutor’s feedback is essential to improving your work. 

5. You are likely to use a computer, but legible handwriting is also fine.  Remember that 

you will have to write your answers by hand for your examinations1, so it can be good 

practice to do so for some of your tutorial work. 

6. Your introduction should be succinct.  Outline the main points of your argument or the 

scientific technique in this paragraph.  Analyse the question, explain any difficult or 

ambiguous concepts and then outline your proposed answer. 

7. Do not stray from the title.  If interesting ideas come to light during your reading, note 

them down and discuss them during the tutorial: do not include them if they are 

peripheral to the subject.  These additional notes may be useful for revision. 

8. Consider the style of language that you are using and always check that your spelling, 

vocabulary and grammar are accurate. 

9. Only include relevant references and quotations.  If you are quoting work, ensure that 

you cite the source.  Further details on how to do this are given below.  If you are 

quoting from a poem or text in one of the humanities subjects, you should also give a 

page or line reference.  Ask your Tutor how to do this. 

10. Be analytical – do not just write a survey of the literature.  If you disagree with a 
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Solving a set of problems 

Everyone takes a different amount of time to solve a set of problems; but, as a guide, you 

should allow at least 8-10 hours for the process.  If it is a topic that you find particularly 

difficult, it would be wise to allow longer.  The type of problem set will vary considerably.  

You may be presented with a set of maths problems, reaction equations, or questions which 

will need a written paragraph to answer them.  If you are unsure on how they need to be 

answered, ask your Tutor for advice.   

Here are some general guidelines that apply to all subjects: 

1. Read the problems thoroughly.  This should be done as soon as possible after they are 

set so that you can ask your Tutor about any sections which you do not understand.   

2. The problems may relate to a specific set of lectures or a chapter in one of the key texts.  

Your Tutor will be able to advise you on where to look for information.  Spend some 

time reading the relevant texts or lecture notes, to help you to clarify the ideas in your 

mind. 

3. Annotate your lecture notes or create supplementary notes if this helps you, but do not 

lose sight of the task in hand. 

4. Set your work out neatly.  Do not overcrowd a page; writing on one side of the paper 

allows you to take notes during the tutorial.  If you are quoting a formula, ensure it is 

clearly separated from the text or your other workings.  Ensure you leave enough space 

around the text to allow your Tutor to add comment95.32i th
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Citing references 

There is no exaggeration in saying that every subject cites references in different ways.  

Individual journals within a very specialist field will also vary enormously from numbered lists 

to alphabetical list, with different permutations of bold and italic type.  Footnotes are used 

extensively in some subjects but are never used in others.  You should ask your Tutor for 

guidance on this issue, and check the guidance in your Course Handbook, as there are too 

many different styles to enumerate here.  However, when you need to refer to a text, you 

should include the following information: 

1. Author’s name, generally in the format of ‘surname, initials’; 

2. Year of publication; 

3. Title of chapter or paper; 

4. Title of book or journal; 

5. For books: publisher, edition number; 

6. For journals: volume, issue and page numbers of articles





 

14 

lecture.  Ask your Tutor to explain any concepts that you are unsure of and be prepared 

for a debate! 

7. Do not worry about disagreeing with your Tutor: so long as your argument is well-

reasoned they will respect your opinions.  You should also be prepared to discuss ideas 

with your tutorial partners both inside and outside of the tutorial.  Be prepared to 

speak up in a discussion and enjoy yourself! 
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Making the most of lectures 

In 0th Week of each Term, your Tutor will advise you about the lecture programme – which 

lectures, and how many, you should be attending in a week.  You should also be able to look 

up the lecture lists on the web at: 

http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/lectures  

In most subjects, lectures form an integral part of the course and are viewed as 

complementary to tutorials and classes.  In a few subjects they are intended to be the main 

form of teaching.  Lectures also have the following advantages: 

1. The lecturer is often more up-to-date than the textbooks or your Tutor (they have 

access to a wider range of source material and the latest ideas, often because they are 

doing the research themselves).  In subjects where the source material is diverse and 

scattered, the lecturer will have spent time and energy on searching out material, 

sifting it, 

http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/lectures
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Plagiarism 

https://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/student-handbook?wssl=1
http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/skills/plagiarism
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Study Support 

There are a large number of books with advice on how to develop your study skills. 

The College Library has a Study Skills section, which contains books on a wide range of general 

issues as well as subject specific texts and your Departmental or Faculty Library will have 

similar materials available. 

For a description of Oxford tutorials, including their content and purpose, see: 

Palfreyman, D. (ed) (2001) The Oxford Tutorial: ‘Thanks, you taught me how to 

think’ OxCHEPS. 

Blackwell’s Bookshop publishes a range of leaflets on different aspects of study, including 

‘How to write essays’, ‘Reading for study’, ‘Improve your memory’, ‘Citing references’ and 

https://www.oxfordsu.org/
https://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/skills/revision?wssl=1
mailto:tuition@new.ox.ac.uk
mailto:tuition@new.ox.ac.uk


https://www.ox.ac.uk/students/welfare/disability?wssl=1
mailto:welfare@new.ox.ac.uk
mailto:erica.longfellow@new.ox.ac.uk
mailto:gez.wells@new.ox.ac.uk
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Students can approach the University Counselling Service independently and in complete 

confidence.  Full details of University-

http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/welfare/counselling
mailto:counselling@admin.ox.ac.uk
https://www.oxfordsu.org/wellbeing/student-advice/
https://www.oxfordsu.org/wellbeing/student-advice/
https://oxfordnightline.org/
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APPENDIX 

 

University definition of Plagiarism 

 

Reproduced from: 

 http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/skills/plagiarism 

 

Presenting work or ideas from another source as your own, with or without consent of the 

original author, by incorporating it into your work without full acknowledgement. All 

published and unpublished material, whether in manuscript, printed or electronic form, is 

covered under this definition, as is the use of material generated wholly or in part through 

use of artificial intelligence (save when use of AI for assessment has received prior 

authorisation e.g. as a reasonable adjustment for a student’s disability). Plagiarism can also 

include re-using your own work without citation. Under the regulations for examinations, 

intentional or reckless plagiarism is a disciplinary offence. 

Why does plagiarism matter? 

Plagi

http://www.ox.ac.uk/students/academic/guidance/skills/plagiarism
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Failure to acknowledge assistance 
You must clearly acknowledge all assistance which has contributed to the production of 
your work, such as advice from fellow students, laboratory technicians, and other external 
sources. This need not apply to the assistance provided by your tutor or supervisor, or to 
ordinary proofreading, but it is necessary to acknowledge other guidance which leads to 
substantive changes of content or approach. 

Use of material written by professional agencies or other persons 
You should neither make use of professional agencies in the production of your work nor 
submit material which has been written for you even with the consent of the person who 
has written it. It is vital to your intellectual training and development that you should 
undertake the research process unaided. Under Statute XI on University Discipline, all 
members of the University are prohibited from providing material that could be submitted 
in an examination by students at this University or elsewhere. 

Auto-plagiarism 
You must not submit work for assessment that you have already submitted (partially or in 
full), either for your current course or for another qualification of this, or any other, 
university, unless this is specifically provided for in the special regulations for your course. 
Where earlier work by you is citable, ie. it has already been published, you must reference 
it clearly. Identical pieces of work submitted concurrently will also be considered to be 
auto-plagiarism. 

What happens if I am suspected of plagiarism?  

The University regards plagiarism in examinations as a serious matter. Cases will be 
investigated and penalties may range from deduction of marks to expulsion from the 
University, depending on the seriousness of the occurrence. Even if plagiarism is 
inadvertent, it can result in a penalty. The forms of plagiarism listed above are all 
potentially disciplinary offences in the context of formal assessment requirements. 

The regulations regarding conduct in examinations apply equally to the ‘submission and 
assessment of a thesis, dissertation, essay, or other coursework not undertaken in formal 
examination conditions but which counts towards or constitutes the work for a degree or 
other academic award’. Additionally, this includes the transfer and confirmation of status 
exercises undertaken by graduate students. Cases of suspected plagiarism in assessed work 
are investigated under the disciplinary regulations concerning conduct in examinations. 
Intentional plagiarism in this context means that you understood that you were breaching 
the regulations and did so intending to gain advantage in the examination. Reckless, in this 
context, means that you understood or could be expected to have understood (even if you 
did not specifically consider it) that your work might breach the regulations, but you took 
no action to avoid doing so. Intentional or reckless plagiarism may incur severe penalties, 
including failure of your degree or expulsion from the university. 
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If plagiarism is suspected in a piece of work submitted for assessment in an examination, 
the matter will be referred to the Proctors. They will thoroughly investigate the claim and 
call the student concerned for interview. If at this point there is no evidence of a breach of 
the regulations, no further disciplinary action will be taken although there may still be an 
academic penalty. However, if it is concluded that a breach of the regulations may have 
occurred, the Proctors will refer the case to the Student Disciplinary Panel. 

If you are suspected of plagiarism your College Secretary/Academic Administrator and 
subject tutor will support you through the process and arrange for a member of 
Congregation to accompany you to all hearings. They will be able to advise you what to 
expect during the investigation and how best to make your case. The OUSU Student Advice 
Service can also provide useful information and support.  

5ƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΚ 

On the contrary, it is vital that you situate your writing within the intellectual debates of your 

discipline. Academic essays almost always involve the use and discussion of material written 

https://www.oxfordsu.org/
https://www.oxfordsu.org/
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