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Academic Essay Writing
Introduction
All assignments at university are designed to challenge your ability to write in different forms. The
purpose of them is to give you an opportunity to demonstrate:




Your knowledge and understanding of a topic;
Your ability to research a specific aspect of the topic set in the assignment; and
Your ability to organise supporting information and evidence within a structured piece of
academic writing

What is an essay?
An essay is a specific argument that has a theme, logically expressed from start to finish. It tests your
knowledge and understanding of a topic, supported by research. An essay is also an exercise to
develop and handle relevant ideas, construct a clearly expressed argument and refer to the
arguments made by academics. An essay is a powerful learning tool that will help to develop your
understanding of a subject.

The ingredients for a good essay are as follows

Organises
groups of
related
information in
paragraphs

Helps the
reader to
remember
what you said

Takes the reader
through your
answer in a
logical,
progressive way

Uses connecting
words and
phrases to relate
each point/idea to
earlier and later
points

Is made
easier by
prior
planning

Makes it clear how
you are going to
address the
question, where
you are going and
why

A good essay

Makes it clear
how the main
ideas relate to
each other

Sets out
your main
ideas
clearly

The Essay Structure

Body = 80% length
Answer the question!

Introduction = 5% length

In a chain of paragraphs that build and present a
CASE.
Each paragraph should contain:

Tells the reader how you will answer the
Question. Your introduction should:


One big idea
Introduce
Define
Offer argument
Offer evidence and discuss
Make final point




The Reader is asking you – and your writing should
answer – the following questions:

What is this paragraph about?

What exactly is that?

What is your argument on this (in relation to the
question)?

What is your evidence? What does it mean?

What is the final point (in relation to the
question)?

Comment on the title or topic of the
essay.
Define or explain any difficult or
ambiguous terms in the title.
Direct the reader by stating which
aspects of the topic you intend to
cover and why.

Write last, once you know where the essay
is going.

Plan, Draft, Review,
Revise & Edit

Conclusion = 15% length






Re-state arguments
Re-state points
No new evidence
Could make recommendation
Proves that you have answered the whole question

(Some say you should write this first so you know where you are going – but rewrite when you have finished changing your essay)

Bibliography
Author (date) Title Town; Publisher. Page
numbers
In alphabetical order by author’s surname.

The main stages of writing an essay

Spend a few minutes thinking about your own work and feedback, then answer the following
questions:-

a) What is good about your writing?

b) What do you feel you need to improve?

Tip:

Consider the way you manage your time. Draw up an assignment plan.

Essay
A. INTRODUCTION (5%)

Writing a paragraph
Paragraphs are the building blocks of any
essay. This diagram shows the three main
parts to an essay and offers an explanation
of what should be contained within each of
the component paragraphs









Arouse the reader’s interest
Set the scene
Explain how you interpret the question set
Define or explain key terms if necessary
Identify the issues that you are going to
explore
Give a brief outline of how you will deal with

each issue, and in which order
B. BODY (80%)


Covers the first thing you said you would
address.

Components of a Paragraph

The first sentence (the topic sentence)
introduces the main idea of the paragraph.

Topic sentence
A. Argument
B. Evidence
C. Discussion
Concluding Sentence

Paragraph 1

Other sentences develop the topic.
Include relevant examples, details, evidence,
quotations and references.



Paragraph 2 and other paragraphs
The first sentence links the paragraph to the
previous paragraph then introduces the main
idea of the paragraph

C. CONCLUSION (15%)










Draw everything together
Summarise the main themes
State your general conclusions
Make it clear why those conclusions are
important or significant
Do not introduce new material
In the last sentence, sum up your argument
very briefly, linking it to the title
Set the issues in a broader perspective/wider
context
Discuss what you’ve failed to do – answers not
clear, space limited
Suggest further questions of your own

What is a paragraph?
Paragraphs are the building blocks of an essay. Within each paragraph are sentences that perform
different roles.
Each paragraph in the body of the essay should contain:
1. a topic sentence (or main idea sentence) that states your point;
2. an explanation of the point you're making; and
3. evidence. Most of the time, your point should be supported by some form of evidence from
your reading, or by an example drawn from the subject area.
Don't just leave the evidence hanging there, you will need to analyse it! Comment on the
implication/significance/impact and finish off the paragraph with a critical conclusion you have
drawn from the evidence.
The example below demonstrates how different sentences are used to make up a paragraph.
Topic introducer

Hand-shaking is a greeting convention in many
cultures. People routinely shake hands at a first
meeting. In some cultures, the practice is to shake
hands on parting also. This can be symbolic of
Topic sentence
drawing business to a close. However, in other
cultures the greeting and farewell are
supplemented by a kissing gesture where the two
Developer sentence
people touch cheek to cheek. In France, there
appears to be some protocol to this behaviour,
which is rarely understood by those from other
Transition/terminator cultures. Salutations vary across the globe and
sentence
traditions often differ even within one country.

Developer
sentence

Modulator
sentence

Signpost word

Type of sentence

Role within the paragraph

Topic introducer sentence

Introduces the overall topic of the text (generally in the first
paragraph)
Introduces a paragraph by identifying the topic of that paragraph
Expands the topic by giving additional information
Acts as a linking sentence and is often introduced by a signpost
word moving to another aspect of the topic within the same
paragraph
Concludes the discussion of a topic within a paragraph, but can also
be used as a transition sentence where it provides a link to the
topic of the next paragraph

Topic sentence
Developer sentence
Modulator sentence

Transition/Terminator

Starting your Assignment
Before you begin to work on reading and writing for your assignment, it is useful to have a clear
picture of what the assignment is asking you to do. This means understanding both the individual
words, and the general scope of the question. In the table below, there are some basic techniques
and questions, which will help you to understand an assignment question better.

Read the assignment title slowly to yourself three times
Underline words which guide you on the subject information you need
Underline other significant words which guide you on the approach or task
involved
Write the title out and try to work out how many topics there are within it
Identify any words you don’t really understand and examine them
Write the question out more fully in your own words
What are the central questions?
What topical issues does it refer to?
Discuss the assignment with someone else if you can
How does the title link to what you have read or heard in lectures? What else
does it ask for that you will need to find out?

Note: Asking questions early will help you to feel more in control, as it helps you to think more
critically and independently about the topic.

Brainstorm the topic
Blooms thinking process

*Definitions found in: Table 22.1 p138 McMillan, K. and Weyers, J. (2006) The Smarter Student: Study skills and strategies for success at
University. Harlow. Pearson Education.

Insert a question from one of your assignments and write down anything you can think of to do with
the topic. Use the questions in Bloom’s thinking process as a guide.
Essay Title:
Brainstorm - You can create a list or draw a pattern note for your ideas.

Example Pattern note

Once you’ve finished Brainstorming start to order your points under either A (arguments in favour)
or B (arguments against) and give reasons and evidence in the right hand column
A. Arguments in favour

A. Reasons and evidence

1.

1.

2.

2.

3.

3.

4.

4.

5.

5.

6.

6.

7.

7.

8.

8.

9.

9.

10.

10.

B. Arguments against

B. Reasons and evidence

1.

1.

2.

2.

3.

3.

4.

4.

5.

5.

6.

6.

7.

7.

8.

8.

9.

9.

10.

10.

Now that you have thought about the assignment, consider the following tasks:

a) Write down in your own words what you think the assignment is asking you to do.

b) What do you already know about the subject matter of the essay?

c) What background information do you need to help you to complete this essay?

d) How do you think this essay differs from or is similar to other assignments that you are
working on at the moment?

e) How are you going to choose your reading material?

f)

As you begin to read for your assignment, try to read and take notes with the essay in mind.

The more questions like this you can answer, the more you will be able to focus your reading and
research for the essay. You can skim material with a sense of what you are looking for, instead of
spending a lot of time reading every word.

The Introduction
Your introduction should:




Comment on the title or topic of the essay.
Define or explain any difficult or ambiguous terms in the title.
Direct the reader by stating which aspects of the topic you intend to cover and why.

The introduction should be roughly 5% of the total length of your essay, generally one paragraph.
Practise writing your introduction here.

The next paragraph(s) should use all the points made earlier in the ‘Arguments in favour’ table,
together with the reasons and evidence.
Write your paragraphs here.

The following paragraph(s) should include all the points made earlier in the ‘Arguments against’
table, together with the reasons and evidence.
Write your paragraphs here.

Now that you have completed this, re-read each section and decide which of your arguments are
stronger?

Arguments for
Arguments against
Neither one is stronger

The conclusion will state which argument is stronger – either those for or those against. If neither
seems stronger, this should also be stated.
Write your conclusion here:

In conclusion, …

IMPORTANT: Do not introduce any new points or new evidence into your conclusion

Writing the Essay Conclusion

This is the last and often longest paragraph of the essay. A conclusion is approximately 15% of the
total length of the essay. You do not include new information or evidence in this paragraph.
In general, a conclusion will take into account the following points:
1. Answer any question set in the title (if it is a pros and cons essay, you will need to say which
argument is stronger).
2. Link back to introduction
3. Summarise the main points.
4. Give a sense of an ending.

Exercise 1
Using the introductory paragraph (below) and concluding paragraph (overleaf) mark the text of the
concluding paragraph to show what points from those common to concluding paragraphs (points 1-4
above) are covered in the conclusion.
Essay Title: Is unemployment a blessing or a curse? Discuss.
Introductory paragraph (to help you see the link between introduction and conclusion)

From the close of the 1980s until the late 1990s, the unemployment figures in the UK averaged
approximately 3 million or 9% of the working population. This essay will firstly assess the level of
‘blessing’, giving examples of some who blossomed through unemployment, finding new life
directions, career paths or hitherto untapped creative abilities. Secondly, these findings will be
compared with what could be considered the ‘curse’ by examining the mental and physical debility
suffered as a direct result of unemployment, taking into account economic deprivation, social
disintegration and individual isolation. Next it will assess how different groups coped with
unemployment, taking into consideration the generational, racial, gender and class variations
together with conditioning and expectations. Finally, it will assess the effects of this particularly
prolonged and harsh bout of unemployment on British society, looking at both the current position
and predicting any long-term repercussions.

(145 words)

Essay Title:

Is unemployment a blessing or a curse? Discuss

List points from page above

Concluding paragraph:
In conclusion, a small percentage of people found unemployment a
‘blessing’. However, by far the larger number experienced it as a
‘curse’ and for some unemployment was a deeply traumatic
experience. Of these, white males of between 45 – 55, from all
social classes, seemed to experience more psychological distress.
However, perhaps the most damaging result of unemployment was,
and still is to some extent, a divided nation of ‘haves’ and ‘have
nots’ who have rarely felt such distrust of each other. Though
employment opportunities are now emerging, it is likely that the
repercussions of such a sustained and acute bout
of unemployment will be far-reaching. A high proportion of the
generation now aged 25 –35 have little or no experience of the
world of work and are ill-equipped to take advantage of the current
more buoyant job market. Finally, Britain had a reputation for being
at the forefront of innovation and creative solutions. Now people’s
understandable desire for personal security is unlikely to promote
either the sharing climate or psychological freedom which foster
such innovations.
(175 words)

Once you have finished compare your answer with the one below

Essay Title:

Is unemployment a blessing or a curse? Discuss

Points from page 1

Concluding paragraph:

In conclusion (4), a small percentage of people found
unemployment a ‘blessing’. (1,2 & 3) However,
(1) Answer any question set
in the title
(2) Link back to introduction

by far the larger number experienced it as a ‘curse’
and for some unemployment was a deeply traumatic
experience.(1,2 & 3). Of these, white males of
between 45 – 55, from all social classes, seemed to

(3) Summarise main points
(4) Give a sense of an ending

experience more psychological distress. (1,2 & 3)
However, perhaps the most damaging result of
unemployment was, and still is to some extent, a
divided nation of ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ who have
rarely felt such distrust of each other. (3)
Though employment opportunities are now emerging,
it is likely that the repercussions of such a sustained
and acute bout of unemployment will be farreaching.(2 & 3) A high proportion of the
generation now aged 25 –35 have little or no
experience of the world of work and are ill-equipped
to take advantage of a more buoyant job market.(3)
Finally(4), Britain had a reputation for being at the
forefront of innovation and creative solutions. Now
people’s understandable desire for personal security
is unlikely to promote either the sharing climate or
psychological freedom which fosters such
innovations.(3)

Exercise 2
Now write a concluding paragraph to your own essay in the box below. Mark the text to show which
points common to concluding paragraphs are included
Essay Title:
Concluding paragraph

