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MEMORANDUM - Syllabus Supplement

To: Students in Big Data Analytics and other courses
From: Prof. Roger Bohn       Rbohn@ucsd.edu

Subject: Perfecting the format of homework and other 
documents
Date: April 4, 2018 (version 1.3.2) Revised April 14
This memo is a supplement to the syllabus. 

Homework Formatting:
Make your work look professional, as if you were in a company or organization.#1 
Write your results as a memo,#2 from you (one or both authors)#3 to an appropriate 
person who wants to know your results.#4 Memo format includes: To, From, Subject, 
Date.#5 Include email addresses for replies.#6 If  you are cowriting something, always 
include your colleague's email in all correspondence,#7 so that Reply All will reach both 
of you.

The most important part of your homework is the text discussion up front. It should 
state your conclusions#8 and summarize the reasoning,#9 with references to specific 
figures, tables, and printouts.#10 Just “dumping” figures and tables at the end of the 
memo has little value, especially if there are a lot of them. Highlight, circle, or 
otherwise indicate which numbers are key.#11 The computer creates the raw table; 
you add value by pointing out what is important. 

In the text of a memo, cite specific numbers.#12 Instead of saying “As figure 1 shows, 
product Z should sell very well,” be specific, such as “Figure 1 predicts that product Z 
will have a demand demand of 110,000 units per year, which is 38% of total forecast 
sales. This is good, because it will be the third-largest product.” 

Submission format: 
All memo assignments should be turned in as a single PDF file.#13 Although Microsoft 
Word is often used as a lingua franca, there is no guarantee that a file in MS Word will 
look the same on someone else's computer. Appendices and exhibits should be part of 
the same PDF. Any decent PDF program on the Mac, including Preview, will allow you 
to merge PDFs from two sources, and I assume there are counterparts on Windows. 
Occasionally a single PDF file will be too limiting, for example if you are trying to 
submit actual data. In those cases you can link to a Google docs or other document 
that you have stashed somewhere.  

Emails: 
Email is still an important medium of business communication. If you send an email 
about the course, include the tag #BDA18 somewhere in the subject line.#14 This 
enables automated filtering. Second, make your subject line useful.#15 A subject such 
as “question” is too short. “Question about confusion matrices,” or “Confused about 
homework for 4/15” are better. Third, set up the email so that all I have to do is hit 
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“Reply All.” For example, cc your partner if you are working with someone.#16 

File names: 
 File names should be useful to the recipient, so that they do not have to rename the 

file.#17 What is in this file, and who is it from? Names should also be useful to you, 
the sender. Never, send two files with the identical name and different content.#18 I 
use either dates or version numbers in file titles to avoid this.#19 So a file name for 
this course might be something like: BDA18 Assign 2016-01-18 Jessica Jones A.pdf  or 
a short version BDAjjones@ucsdJan19.pdf. Subsequent files in the same stream (even 
if on different days) could have a last letter B, C, etc. 

And of course, never send a file with a name like “homework.pdf.”#20 Not even you 
will know what is in it. Yes, I still get these, and I even create them myself by mistake 
occasionally. 

Longer reports: 
Longer reports benefit from additional practices. Which to use depends on the length, 
audience, and nature of the report. Here is a list of items that should be included in all 
reports longer than 10 pages. 

• Page numbers.#21 I personally include a header or footer, usually with date. 
• Cover page,#22 including all relevant information such as email addresses, and a 

memorable relevant picture. Suppose someone wants to follow up; how can 
they reach you post-graduation?

• Executive summary. This is not the same as an introduction. It is not the same 
as an abstract. It is a self-contained summary.#23

• Table of contents#24

• It is acceptable, and far more convenient, to put figures and tables after the 
main text. But anything you can do to break up the prose makes the report 
easier to read.

• Use color appropriately, and remember that some readers will print in black and 
white.

• Use version numbers for drafts, especially if you are part of a team.#25 Dates 
are not enough. Never send two files with the same name but different 
(updated) contents! Notice the fifth line of this memorandum, for example. 

Presenting numerical information: 
Covering this would require an entire memo. But here are two rules:

1. Be clear about the units of measurement.#26 For example data about 
automobile transportation could be stated in:  Cars, drivers, occupants, 1000 
cars, or per 100 cars. Especially in figures.

2. Show numbers rounded off and with commas, not raw.#27 Writing “the total 
predicted level is 47130924.22” is a failure. Quick: is that more or less than 10 
million? Two correct ways to write that number are 47.1 million, or 47,100,000. 

Conclusion: 
Standardized procedures are a simple but very powerful idea. They reduce errors, and 
make your work more professional. Develop your own. This memo includes more than 
20 suggestions for semi-formal communication in any professional setting. There are 
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two goals: Communicating your ideas better, and saving time of yourself and your 
recipients. Many of the suggestions are obvious in retrospect. 

MEMORANDUM - Syllabus Supplement

To: Students in Big Data Analytics 

Subject: Interpreting grades on  homework assignments
From: Prof. Roger Bohn   Rbohn@ucsd.edu
Date: April 7, 2018 (version 0.2)
This memo is a supplement to the syllabus. 

Homework assignments are an important part of BDA. All data analytics are 
“learning by doing” fields. The homework is chosen to walk you through a 
problem. Usually we emphasize the “’middle parts” of a full analytic cycle. By 
comparison, projects are more comprehensive, including formulating initial 
questions and interpreting the quantitative  results for their managerial 
implications. 

For grading, we assign a numerical score. The scale for most assignments is 0 
to 10. Longer homework may have higher weights, with all scores adjusted 
proportionally. (e.g. a 6 becomes a 12.) 

10 = Comprehensive analysis, good use of various techniques and good 
understanding of their meaning, strengths, and weaknesses. Including data 
munging (Transforming and creating variables). Including good discussion of 
the results both quantitatively and what they mean. Some exploratory data 
analysis. One section of the work can be weaker, and still get a 10 overall. 

9 = Comprehensive analysis, good use of the core techniques.  But some 
important issues or analytic steps listed for “10”  are ignored or not thorough.  

8 = Solid work on the core aspects of the assignment. Some issues, such as 
creating new variables and interpreting meaning of the results may be 
overlooked.

6 = Makes an effort on  most  of the main technical parts of the assignment, 
but with multiple  errors of omission and commission, such as misinterpreting 
or not reporting a confusion matrix, not noticing that results are clearly wrong 
(too good to be true, for example). 

7 = Similar to #6, but only a few major problems. 
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5 through 3 = Rudimentary

Grades of 1 or 2 will normally never be used.  

0 = Nothing submitted.

All work submitted should look professional - see syllabus notes on what this 
means. On the other hand, fancy diagrams can be quite time consuming, which 
takes time away from doing the analysis. I usually recommend doing one 
excellent  table or diagram on a key issue, but doing others with good 
substance but less gloss. For example in many situations a good way to 
improve a diagram is by “hand” annotation, e.g. using a PDF markup 
program1s to specify units of measure, put arrows pointing to key results, etc. 

Absences from class:   Attendance and paying attention in class are 
important - without them, you might as well study by reading a book. Doing 
the homework and project are also very important for mastering these ideas.

 But you must set your own priorities between academic work and  job 
hunting, outside projects, other courses, family obligations, etc. You will 
sometimes need to perform less than 100% in some areas of responsibility. My 
policy is to view graduate students as adults - you are making the best 
possible tradeoffs given your constraints and goals. If your work in a course 
suffers as a result, that may still be the right choice for you. 

Therefore, if you are absent from class or miss assignments it will reduce your 
grades, but you don’t need advance permission. You are encouraged but not 
required to catch up on anything you missed by looking at notes, self study, 
and asking questions online or in office hours. If you cannot turn in an 
assignment on time, it is still useful to turn it in later.  

The only exception to these policies are for protracted illness. If you are 
unlucky enough to be affected, be sure to get in touch and explain your 
situation. 

  

1 Warning: I have a particular aversion to Excel defaults. Their formats are poor —  often 
tiny or otherwise illegible. More important in this course, they are often simplistic and 
inappropriate ways of showing key information!  Instead use the excellent graphics 
packages of R. 


