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Unit code ANIM3365 Discipline Biological sciences - 
behavioural ecology 

 Level Third year (core unit in 
Zoology major) 

Type of assessment task   Research paper 

Question Write a paper based on data collected as part of a research project on the function of countershading 
in predator defence. 

Salient information (word limit 
or, anything other information 
relevant to interpretation of 
rubric) 

  

Students are required to write a 2500 word scientific report on the countershading research project. 

Each report should observe appropriate conventions (eg acronyms should defined when first used 
and the use of abbreviations should be avoided), and should contain: 

- An abstract (including brief introductory statement and rationale for the work along with a 
brief description of the methods, results and conclusion(s), with no references) 

- An introduction (ideally containing three to four well structured (and referenced) paragraphs 
that provide definitions, background information (e.g. proposed functions of countershading 
and supporting evidence) and a clearly defined set of aims and/or hypotheses that underpin 
the study) 

- A methods section (describing the methods in a way that would enable an uninitiated reader 
to repeat the study, clear description of the statistics, details of how students tested 
assumptions underlying each test) 

- A results section (presenting the findings, supporting statistics, with tables and figures where 
necessary without repetition) 

- A discussion section (summarising and interpreting results in  relation to the 
hypotheses/objectives presented in the introduction and the broader literature on the topic, 
ending with a clear conclusion that may include suggestions for further work) 



 

 90-100% 80-89% 70-79% 60-69% 50-59% <50% (fail) 
Overall 
presentation 
 
10 marks 

An exceptional, clear and 
focused paper, with logical 
and concise style of writing, 
free of general typographical 
and grammatical errors, 
original, statements correctly 
referenced, formatted 
appropriately for a journal. 
References complete, 
consistently formatted and 
sourced from the primary 
literature.  
 

As with 90-100% but with 
possible minor weaknesses 
in one or more areas. E.g. 
may contain some minor 
typographical errors, minor 
issues of clarity and or 
logical reasoning etc.  

Writing style may have 
some issues of clarity and 
logical flow, but not a 
consistent problem 
throughout. Typographical 
and grammatical errors may 
affect the level of 
interpretation of text slightly. 
Arguments are solid, but all 
reasonable alternatives may 
not be covered. References 
from the primary literature in 
most cases, but some may 
be from inappropriate 
sources. Formatting may be 
inconsistent at times.  

Not enough lucidity or 
clarity of writing to provide 
the reader with a clear 
concept of the question 
and why it is important. 
Consistent typographical 
and grammatical errors 
and formatting issues. 
Logical flow poorly 
constructed. May rely on 
secondary reference 
sources or may cite papers 
incorrectly, indicating 
student has not read the 
literature in sufficient 
detail. In-text and 
bibliographic referencing 
may be inconsistent, and 
not formatted appropriately 
or consistently. 

Presentation is lacking in 
focus and lucidity on a 
consistent basis. 
Research question is 
poorly developed, 
described or discussed. 
Lack of originality or 
critical evaluation. 
Inappropriate referencing 
and poor formatting.   
Strong reliance on 
secondary and web-
based references rather 
than primary sources. 
Many references cited 
incorrectly. Formatting in-
text and bibliography is 
inconsistent. 
 

Writing and presentation 
style is very poor. 
Consistent errors in 
logical flow, sentence 
construction, formatting 
and presentation 
throughout. Referencing 
rarely used and 
formatting 
inconsistently. No critical 
evaluation. May rely 
heavily on secondary 
and web-based 
references. Formatting 
of references may be 
absent or seriously 
flawed with consistent 
errors throughout, and 
not formatted to a 
recognizable style. 

Abstract 
 
5 marks 

Outstanding summary of the 
study, providing context and 
stating the methods, results 
and implications in a clear 
and concise manner. 
Identifies the key finding(s) 
and impact of the study very 
well 
 

As with 90-100% but with 
very minor weakness(es) in 
one or more areas.  

A good summary of the 
study, with some tangential 
phrases. Summary may not 
be very concise, may fail to 
acknowledge some key 
finding(s) and/or impact. 
Nevertheless, well above 
average. 
 

A summary that may lack 
sufficient clarity in 
identifying the background, 
key predictions, finding(s) 
or impact. May lack 
succinctness and/or 
contain too much 
tangential content. 
 

An unclear summary of 
aims and research that 
may be overly wordy, 
tangential, or fail to 
identify key findings. 
Summary makes it difficult 
to determine exactly what 
the study did. 
 

A poorly constructed 
abstract that does not 
provide a summary, key 
findings, or impact. 
Primarily tangential 
wording and very 
unclear, poorly related 
to the body of research 
that the paper 
represents. 

Introduction 
 
20 marks 

An outstanding and 
scholarly background 
section. No tangential or 
superfluous phrases, 
excellent acknowledgement 
of the broader scope of 
specific research question. 
Overall, a concise 
background to the problem 
with well-chosen literature to 
support the development of 
research questions. Exact 
research hypotheses and/or 
aims are clearly and 
unambiguously stated. 
Superbly structured. 

As with 90-100% but with 
very minor weakness(es) in 
one or more areas.  

An informative background 
that is lucid and largely free 
of superfluous or tangential 
passages, with good logical 
flow. Literature may not 
always be relevant (with 
possible omissions) to 
support the development of 
the hypotheses/aims. There 
may be some ambiguity 
regarding exact research 
hypotheses and/or aims that 
thesis will address. 
 

May suffer from a lack of 
structure and logical flow. 
The research hypotheses 
and/or aims may not be 
defined clearly or 
addressed. E.g., failure to 
convey the broader 
background or material is 
too narrowly focused. A 
number of tangential 
phrases or the inclusion of 
superfluous information. 
The aims may not be 
clearly stated. 
 

An introduction that has 
poor recognition of the 
appropriate background to 
establish the research 
hypotheses and/or aims. 
Clarity is strongly affected 
by superfluous and 
tangential passages. The 
literature is poorly 
addressed and narrowly 
focused. The aims are not 
clearly stated. 
 

Poorly constructed text 
makes it difficult to 
understand what the 
research hypotheses 
and/or aims are and 
why they should be 
investigated. There are 
many leaps in logic that 
make it difficult to follow 
the text and the line of 
reasoning. Referencing 
poorly used, and little 
recognition of findings 
from previous research 
to support the 
background to current 
research developed.  

Methods 
 
15 marks 

Fully documented and 
appropriately referenced, 
such that study could be 
replicated. The experimental 
design, including level of 
sampling and details of 
supporting materials are 
described clearly or 
illustrated as appropriate for 
the study question. 
Statistical analyses are 
described in detail with 
adequate justification for the 
chosen methods. 

As with 90-100% but with 
very minor weakness(es) in 
one or more areas.  

Generally good description 
of materials and methods 
but with weakness in one or 
more areas, e.g. failure to 
fully describe or justify 
statistical methods, 
insufficient detail of 
experimental design or 
analysis etc. 
 

The methods may not be 
described adequately to 
allow replication of the 
study. Although it is 
possible to discern what 
was done, clarity of 
approach may be an issue. 
Analyses may not be 
described in sufficient 
detail, or some sections of 
analysis may be missing. 

Major inadequacies in 
several areas, e.g. 
methods are missing or 
poorly described. 
Significant aspects of the 
methods are inappropriate 
to the question being 
asked; no recognition of 
replication or 
standardization. Analyses 
poorly described or 
sections missing. 
 

Large sections of 
methods missing or are 
very poorly described. 
Statistical analyses not 
described, or described 
very poorly and applied 
inappropriately or 
without justification. 
Impossible to replicate 
study based on stated 
methods. 

Results 
 
20 marks 
 
 

Outstanding presentation of 
results, set out in a logical 
order that is consistent with 
aims and methods. Shows 
comprehensive 
understanding of data with 
appropriate use of visuals to 
depict results (tables, figures 
etc). Figures and tables are 
referred to but can ‘stand 
alone’ (easily interpretable 
without constant reference 
to text). No unnecessary 
repetition of text from 
methods section. No 
unnecessary discussion of 
results. 

As with 90-100% but with 
very minor weakness(es) in 
one or more areas.  

Generally good presentation 
of results with some 
weakness(es) in at least 
one area. E.g. some results 
may not be presented 
appropriately, or 
inconsistent formatting of 
figures and tables. Possible 
repetition of text from 
methods and/or some 
sections more appropriate 
for discussion. 

Significant weakness(es) 
in one or more areas, e.g. 
in presentation of statistical 
results, tables/figures etc. 
Overall reasonable 
understanding of data but 
may suffer from poor 
logical flow. Text and 
figures/tables may not be 
appropriate for the results. 
Passages of text may be 
repeated from methods 
and/or poor distinction 
between results and 
discussion.  

Major inadequacies in 
several areas, e.g. 
inconsistent links between 
the aims and methods, 
poor analysis or 
understanding of data, 
missing results, poor 
logical flow of the results, 
insufficient use of figures 
or tables to illustrate 
results. Little distinction 
between results and 
methods or discussion 
(repetition). 

Results do not reflect 
the stated aims and 
methods of the study. 
Many results are 
missing altogether. 
Analysis is incorrect and 
understanding of data is 
missing. The 
presentation of the 
results has no flow and 
is inappropriate. Poor or 
no use of tables and 
figures to illustrate 
results. Text is 
inappropriate for a 
results section. 

Discussion 
 
25 marks 
 
 

Outstanding, critical 
interpretation of results in 
relation to stated 
hypotheses. Does not 
simply repeat results (other 
than a concise summary of 
main points at the start). 
Integrates findings with 
existing published 
information. Logical layout 
and connection between 
points. Makes strong 
statements and conclusions. 
Addresses all results, not 
just ‘cherry picking’. 
Recognises limitations of the 
study, and makes good 
suggestions for further 
research where appropriate. 

As with 90-100% but with 
very minor weakness(es) in 
one or more areas.  

Generally good discussion 
but with some weakness(es) 
in at least one area. E.g. 
may not clearly interpret 
findings in relation to 
hypotheses. Some findings 
may not be discussed or the 
broader context may be 
missing. May suffer from a 
lack of clarity or draw 
conclusions that overreach 
results. May not fully 
recognize limitations or offer 
only limited suggestions for 
further research. 
 

Significant weakness(es) 
in one or more areas, e.g. 
poor interpretation of 
results in relation to stated 
hypotheses, or  mostly 
stating results rather than 
interpreting them. 
Integration of findings with 
existing literature is limited. 
There may be poor 
recognition of limitations, 
or limited suggestions for 
future research. 
 

Results not discussed 
appropriately in relation to 
hypotheses, with little or 
no critical interpretation of 
the main research 
findings. Poor referencing 
of existing studies to 
support findings. Layout is 
poor and difficult to follow, 
arguments are poorly 
structured unconvincing. 
Many results not 
mentioned and/or not 
discussed, Fails to 
understand the limitations 
of the study or provide 
suggestions for future 
research. 

No critical evaluation of 
results. No mention of 
hypotheses established 
in introduction. Overall, 
there is no interpretation 
or discussion of 
research, and there is 
inappropriate or 
absence of integration 
with existing literature. 
Layout and argument 
structure are very poor 
and inappropriate. 
Limitations are not 
recognized or 
inappropriate, no 
suggestions for future 
research. 

References 
 
5 marks 
 

References are consistently 
and appropriately formatted, 
relevant and up-to-date. All 
references sourced from 
primary literature. 

As for 90-100% 
classification but minor 
weaknesses in at least one 
area. 

As for 90-100% 
classification but minor 
weaknesses in two or more 
areas. 

Reasonable coverage of 
pertinent literature but may 
miss relevant sources, or 
may be restricted in scope. 
May also suffer from 
inconsistent formatting.  

As for 60-69% 
classification but with 
further major weakness in 
at least one area. 

Inconsistent and 
inappropriately 
formatted, irrelevant or 
inappropriate literature 
covered. 


