1   Planning an essay

Every essay should be planned and carefully organised.

Even in an examination, it is worth spending a few minutes on a brief plan which helps you to decide how you are going to organise your answer.

When you are given the title of an essay / assignment in your department, you MUST make a plan before you begin to write.

Most essays are normally organised in the following way: 

INTRODUCTION
DEVELOPMENT containing a number of paragraphs, each dealing with a different aspect of the essay topic
CONCLUSION 

These are some general guidelines needed for planning and writing essays. However, you must make sure that you know and follow the conventions of your own department. Styles can vary from one department to another.

 
a) Tackling the question
Before you even start to plan your essay you should consider very carefully what the title is getting at….in other words, what does the question actually mean? What does your tutor / the eventual reader expect to find in the answer?
You may know a lot about the subject but it is not enough to simply write down everything you know about it. You may miss the point of the question altogether.

It is important to analyse the wording of the question. This will help you to focus on the CONTENT of the essay and also the APPROACH to the topic, for example, should this essay deal with the arguments for and against the topic or is it mainly description, analysis, or definition and examples?

The list below contains some of the main instruction words in essay titles and gives general guidelines for working out the kind of essay that is required. But check with your department as some instruction words are used in a very specific way in some subjects.




	Account for
	Give the reason for

	Analyse
	Describe the main ideas in depth, showing why they are important

	Assess
	Discuss the strong and weak points…show your own judgement in the conclusion

	Comment on
	State your views on the subject clearly…with evidence and examples

	Compare
	Look for similarities and differences

	Contrast
	Show how the subjects are different

	Criticise
	Give your opinion about the merit / value of the topic and give evidence for your views

	Define
	Give a clear explanation and the meaning; show the limits of the definition

	Describe
	Give a detailed graphic account of something 

	Discuss
	Show reasons for and against: include implications of this

	Evaluate
	Assess the strengths and weaknesses

	Examine
	Look closely at all aspects

	Explain
	Give reasons for something

	Illustrate
	Use examples / diagrams to make it clear

	Interpret
	Explain something in simple terms / possibly include your own judgements

	Justify
	Give clear reasons for decisions / conclusions / ideas / theories

	Outline
	Give a summary of the main features of a subject…not all the details

	Prove
	Show that something is true by presenting the facts, evidence, or giving logical reasons

	Relate
	Show how things are connected with each other and how they affect each other

	Review
	Make a survey of something

	State
	Present clear information briefly

	Summarise
	Give an account of the main points

	Trace
	Follow the development of a topic

	To what extent
	Evaluate / say how important something is, showing how much or how little it has affected something



b) Brainstorming
Brainstorming simply means jotting down on paper all the information you know about a topic so that you have some ideas to work on. You can write your ideas down randomly at first but then you should group and list them in topic areas, and sections which will form the basis of your essay plan and the paragraph topics you will eventually use. Some people use spider graphs / numbered points / different areas of the page etc. to show different groups of ideas.
 
 You may know very little about the topic, in which case you will move on to researching  the essay in various ways, reading and making notes using library books, lecture notes, papers and journals, the internet etc

c)  When researching your essay, you must always bear in mind the title of the essay / question you have been given, and make sure that you focus your approach to fit the question. Then by skimming and scanning, you can select the chapters and sections which will be most useful to you in writing your essay.
The aim is NOT TO COPY OUT SECTIONS OF THE BOOK or INTERNET SITE AND REPRODUCE THEM IN YOUR ESSAY. This is plagiarism and is frowned on in academic departments in the U.K.. You need to make notes on the most important sections so that you can include the information IN YOUR OWN WORDS in the essay, followed by the name of the original writer and the date. 

d) Note-making is a very important skill for students who are collecting information for essays and does the following:
i) it helps you to concentrate on what you are reading
ii) it helps you to understand the content
iii) it summarises the main ideas in the text and helps you to remember them
iv) it gives you the information you need to start producing sentences and paragraphs for your essay…in your own words
You must make sure you keep a record of where the notes were taken from so that you can include all your sources in the references / bibliography at the end of the essay.
 
e) Listing the information
Once you have collected all the information you need to write your essay, you need to organise it in a logical way, so making a list of all the main topics to be included is important. You can use this list to decide on the final more detailed plan of the essay.

f) Select and organise the information into paragraph topics, and decide what examples, descriptions etc. should be included in each paragraph. Remember, each paragraph should have a clear link with the title of the essay and the main arguments should develop as the essay progresses.

NOW YOU SHOULD START TO WRITE YOUR ESSAY. You may need to work on several drafts, and make changes to improve the organisation and content.
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