


Academic Essay Writing


What is an essay?

· An essay is a specific argument that has a theme, logically expressed from start to finish.
· An essay is an exercise in the handling of relevant ideas, which are clearly expressed.


What does an essay test?

· Knowledge of a subject
· Understanding of a subject
· Your informed views on a subject – supported by your research


Common mistakes

Below are two typical criticisms of poor academic essay writing:

“A disturbing number of students insist on producing general ‘write all you know about’ answers, usually after latching on to a key word or phrase … and are penalised for the resulting irrelevance.”

“The main finding in answering this particular question is clearly a common problem: the inability to answer the question set.”

The above comments are caused by students not defining and understanding the essay question.  It is vital to spend some time determining exactly what the question is asking you.


Think about, and fully understand the question by:

· Analysing the question
· Identifying the subject and key words
· Asking yourself to summarise what is this question about?


Answering the Question

· Analyse the assignment question and ensure you can elaborate on the key words and instructional / ‘signpost’ phrases in the question.
· What does your tutor want to see demonstrated in this assignment?
· Write with your tutor in mind – they are your audience!
· Are the sources and information you are using relevant to the question?


Identify the instructional phrase(s) attached to the question:

Phrase:		Meaning:
Account for		Give reasons for
Analyse	Break down the information into its constituent parts and examine it in detail
Appraise	Estimate the worth, value or importance of
Argue	Use evidence to support or reject a viewpoint, opinion, position on a topic
Assess		Say how important it is (judge)

Clarify		Present clearly, unpick, make clear
Comment on	Remark on, expound, explain the importance of
Compare	Set together to show similarities and differences, agreements and disagreements, advantages and disadvantages …
Consider 		Take into account, weigh advantages and disadvantages
Contrast		Look for differences between

Define		Give the meaning of
Demonstrate	Show how, prove with examples
Describe		Write in detail about the characteristics of
Differentiate	Explain the differences between, distinguish
Discuss	Investigate or examine by argument, debate, describe the important aspects, highlight the "pros and cons"

Evaluate		Judge the importance or success of
Examine		Investigate, enquire into
Explain		Show the meaning of, give reasons for, make clear

How far...?		Present and evaluate evidence for and against
Illustrate		Explain with examples, or by using diagrams, charts, figures 

Outline		Indicate the important aspects, omit minor detail
Relate		Show the connections between

State			Set out briefly the main points
Summarise		Bring together the main points
To what extent...? How true is it to say that? Give evidence
Trace			Follow the development of something from its origin


Planning Your Essay

You will generally be expected to present an essay built on the framework of an introduction, a middle and a conclusion.  These are explained below, as they are important factors in how you collect and collate your information.

The introduction sets the scene of the essay and places the question in context.  It will also suggest one or two key points or problems the question raises and give an indication of how you intend to tackle it.  This will provide the framework upon which you will build the essay.  It is important you stick to this framework, and do in the essay what you say you are going to do in the introduction, or you will have misled the reader, and consequently lose marks.  Do not let thinking about the introduction stop you from working on your essay, as you can always write the introduction at the end.  Keep it short if possible.

The middle, or main section, is where you write about the main and subsidiary points raised by your interpretation of the question.  It is where the bulk of your evidence is placed, and where you write your critical analysis of the issues and points connected with the question.  You should occasionally remind the reader of the relevance of a point with a short explanatory sentence, illustrating why it links in with the whole theme of the essay.  A reader will begin to wonder why a particular point is being made if the structure is disjointed, or the relevance of the text has not been sufficiently demonstrated.  

The paragraphs in the main section should flow logically in line with the development of your argument.  Group sentences relating to one area of your argument into paragraphs.  When you move on to a different area, start a new paragraph. Link each new paragraph to the previous one.  Make sure that you do not jump to a completely unrelated area of your discussion.  This will help you have a coherent structure to your essay.

The conclusion summarises the main section.  It ties together the main points, and draws the reader’s attention to the links and the implications set out in the main body of the essay.  It reminds the reader of what you set out to answer in the introduction.


Structure and Clarity

· If the reader has to ask why a particular element is included, then your structure probably needs modifying, or you have failed to link a particular item to the body of the text.
· Paragraphs should flow logically so that your essay is cohesive, and develops a line of argument.  Do an ‘inventory’ of your paragraphs, and note the main aspect of each.  Ask yourself if the order and content of each develops in a logical sequence.  Each paragraph should be connected to the one preceding it, and the one succeeding it, by a short introductory sentence.
· Make sure you are aware of your School’s policy regarding headings, sub-headings and other structural aids.  
· Try to avoid writing overly long sentences.  The longer the sentence, the greater the risk of your point being lost.  The risk of using poor grammar and comprehension also increases.
· Do not ask questions within the main body of your essay.  Good essays should not require the reader to think of the answers to the question that you are writing about. 
· A short essay, which sticks to the point, is preferable to a long, rambling essay.  You should only include relevant material in your essay, and avoid ‘padding out’ with vague material that is not clearly justified by the question.
· Read articles that review the topic you are writing about.  They will help you develop an overview, and ensure you do not omit key areas.  You should also read journals for the latest information about the issue you are looking at. Further information about journals, both electronic and paper-based is available from the Library and Student Support website: http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/lea/.


Style

· Do not try to force yourself to write in a style you perceive to be appropriate for higher education.  If you are writing in a style that feels unnatural, then you may not be able to get your ideas across as fluently as you wish.  Write as naturally as you can, and improve from there.
· The tone of your writing should be formal.  You should avoid using chatty, slang or ‘text messaging’ language.  You should also keep contractions, e.g. “can’t”, “won’t”, etc., to an absolute minimum.  You should also keep your language measured, and avoid becoming emotional in your writing.
· Try to read model essays to see the structure and style of a good essay.
· Check format requirements with your tutor, e.g. spacing, sub-headings and referencing style – e.g. Harvard, Legal or Numerical.
· Do not worry at the outset about exceeding the number of words allowed.  This can always be achieved at the end by proofreading and editing your work.


Proofreading

· Proofread your work a number of times after you have finished your essay.
· Ask someone else to read your work, as you may not spot a mistake you have made.
· Read and understand any feedback your tutor gives you.  This will help with your future essays, and will highlight areas where you may need further support.
· When proofreading concentrate on checking for one aspect at a time, i.e. punctuation, spelling, structure, referencing.




A good essay always: 

· Answers the question
· Develops a clear and sound argument
· Provides supporting evidence for the arguments made
· Demonstrates an informed selection of appropriate information, theories and issues
· Shows relationships between different and sometimes conflicting information, theories and issues
· Illustrates an understanding of the subject by commenting on other people’s ideas and views, and ‘pulling them together’
· Uses appropriate evidence and relevant examples
· Shows you can develop alternative explanations or proposals
· Shows reflection and thought
· Draws conclusions without simply repeating what has gone before
· Is well structured and has given consideration to ‘the reader’ 
· Is written with well-constructed sentences and paragraphs
· Selects appropriate quotations to back up ideas
· Uses the required referencing style with accuracy






