
Academic Writing 
(including essays) in

Psychology



Writing a `good essay`



Have you ever considered exactly what an essay is? This is a big question, and one that is 
not often asked.

Typical answers might 
include: 

Something I have to do. 
A task students complete 

as part of a degree.
A type of academic 

writing.

An activity that induces 
dread, panic and 

unhappiness.

Something I gained a 
high mark for, or a low 

mark for! 

This PPT will help you to 
produce essays more 
successfully, improve

your grades, which will 
help in your studies. 



An essay is:

A method of communicating thoughts from yourself to another. 

A one-way conversation with your reader that sets out your thinking in relation to the question posed. 

A piece of writing that uses academic and credible evidence to provide a defensible answer to the question posed. 

A piece of formal academic writing, in English.

Usually an assessment that is written according to the instructions given in the assessment brief and graded using a designated 
mark scheme.

A piece of writing which accurately uses the relevant referencing system demanded by the university department that has set the 
essay task. 

A logical, structured and evidenced argument leading to a conclusion that addresses the question posed. 
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How long does it take to write an essay?

Give as much time as you can!

Starting early and setting time aside to devote to reading, thinking and then writing over a 
period of days or weeks results in higher grades for most people. This is because it encourages 
more learning of concepts, theories and ideas before writing about them. Typically, a 5000-word 
essay would require activity over a period of 6 weeks.

Last-minute essay writing usually results in lower grades, due to the fact it limits the amount of 
thinking that the essay contains and also typically means the writing is lower quality. There are 
some students who can gain high grades from last minute writing, but they are rare!



Do I just write or think and write?
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Basic essay structure

A title -This is usually the question that is being answered. 

An introduction - Here, the main ideas are introduced, as is the structure that you will follow so the reader know 
what to expect. 

A main body - This is where the argument is formed. There should be a logical sequence of paragraphs, all based 
on evidence, that show the reader the argument and that leads towards answering the question in the conclusion. 

A conclusion -This is where the question is answered and sometimes the implications of the answer are explored. 

References - Using the specified referencing style, a list of sources used in the essay should be provided. 



Stages in (general) assignment writing

1. Read the assignment instructions thoroughly. What exactly do you need to do?

2. Read, make notes, think critically, repeat. This is a crucial step!

3. Make a general plan with the main points.

4. Make a detailed plan, focusing on creating a clear structure.

5. Check the plan. Is the task addressed fully? Are you being critical?



Stages in (general) assignment writing

6. Write the first draft. 
Read and think more 

as needed.

7. Edit and redraft as 
needed.

8. Proofread carefully. 
Focus on referencing, 

spelling and 
grammar.

9. Submit the 
assignment. Give 

yourself time before 
the deadline in case 

of problems.

10. Read feedback 
carefully to help 

improve your next 
assignments.



Planning Structure

Once you've understood the task requirements, done some reading 
and come up with some ideas for what to include, you can start 
mapping out your assignment structure.

A good plan is key for a well-structured assignment - don't just 
launch into writing with no idea of where you're going!

This planning stage can also be a useful opportunity to think more 
deeply about the assignment and consider how the different ideas 
fit together, so it can help you develop your argument.

It's ok to make changes to your plan later - you might come up with
more ideas, or another line of argumentation while writing. Make 
sure that you check the structure is still logical though!



Planning Structure
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Cohesion 
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Example of Cohesive Words.





Example of what NOT to do!
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Linear Academic Writing

Academic writing starts from a beginning and works through to an end. In between it will do 
what is required of it, like explaining an argument within an essay, or set out particular 
information within a report, or as in the sample below, examine an article in detail. 

Having a linear structure marks out academic writing from some other types of writing, like 
diary entries or a news report, which are less likely to take the reader from a beginning to an 
end, but instead can be relatively unordered and haphazard in nature. 

Below, there is an example of an essay plan based on linear academic writing. It should be 
concise, precise and written in a dispassionate way. It should take the reader from the 
conceptual background of the article, to the content and finish with an overall opinion (based 
on the evidence presented) from the author. 



Example: Essay Plan based upon Linear Academic Writing

Compare two 
explanations of 

offending

Genetic 
predispositions

The MAOA gene 
(Fallon, 1999)

Executive 
dysfunction 

(Raine, 1997)

Environmental 
influences

Dysfunctional 
family  

(Farrington, 
1997)

Learning theory 
(Bandura, 1979)

Conclusion –
biological and 
environmental 

influences



Paragraph Structure
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Identifying an `effective topic sentence`- which of these are?

School-based counselling services may also support the wellbeing of students with dyslexia.

Gender differences in aggression have been reported since the 1920s, and findings were first 
summarized in narrative reviews, followed by meta-analyses (Archer, 2004).

Aggression which occurs early in life is likely to have a range of negative consequences throughout 
adolescence and adulthood.

This paragraph will critically analyse the limitations of the research.

A variety of targeted approaches for children considered at risk of developing poor mental health have 
been implemented within schools across the UK.

There are many distinctions between varying forms of aggression: reactive and proactive, and verbal, 
physical, and relational.



Developing your paragraph from your topic sentence
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Remember the PEE acronym:
Point (make your point)
Evidence (to support)
Evaluate (implications)



Critical Analysis and a Final Wrap-up

To access higher 
grades, you also need 
to critically analyse the 

evidence.

What does the evidence 
mean in relation to the 

main point?

What are the reasons for 
or implications of 

evidence?

Why did these findings 
occur?

Critical comments can 
be sprinkled throughout 

a paragraph and form 
the basis of discussion 

and conclusion sections.

A final wrap-up is useful 
to show the reader that 
the point is complete 
and how it links to the 
rest of the assignment.

This could be:
A final summary linking 
back to the assignment 

title

A link showing how this 
point relates to the next 

paragraph

It might not be needed - 
it depends on the 

paragraph and how it 
fits into the assignment. 



More on Academic Writing

The purpose of 
academic writing can 

be to...

Answer a question Explore a statement
Present information to 

the reader

Explore a process
Argue towards a 

conclusion

The assessment brief tells 
you what your purpose is. 
You may have choices but 
will always have guidance 

as to what your writing 
needs to contain. 



It is all about your audience – who will be reading/assessing 
your work?

When writing you should always think about the reader or audience.

What are you telling them overall? This may be your overall argument or the required items in a report etc.

What order does the reader need the information to be in? Is there a specific structure?

What level of detail does the reader need, to see your thinking? 

What signalling language does the reader need to navigate through your writing?

What choices are you allowed to make for the reader? (What choices are made by the assessment brief).

Successful academic writing clearly communicates your thinking to your reader, and your structure and 
language choices are key element of this. 



The beginning (Introduction)

The introduction should 
prime the reader for what is 
to come. Possible elements 

of an introduction are to: 

Present the ideas, concepts 
and theories to the reader 

that the following writing will 
rely upon. 

Tell the reader what the 
purpose of the piece of 

writing is.

Tell the reader what the 
structure of the writing will 

be. 

Tell the reader the key 
questions and ideas they will 

need to consider. 

Tell the reader what the 
conclusion will be (this may 
not always be appropriate?).

At the end of the 
introduction the reader 

should have a clear idea of 
what the writing will be about 
and how it is structured. They 
should be ready to read the 

rest. 

Usually about 5% -10% of the 
word count/time allocation.



The `Main Body`
The ‘middle’ of your 
academic writing can be 
the ‘main body’ or an 
essay, or the sections of a 
report; it depends on the 
task. It has the following 
possible purposes. 

To form a 
pathway for your 
reader, from the 
introduction, to 
the conclusion, 
using logical 
argumentation. 

To include 
sections and 
content 
demanded by 
the assessment 
brief. 

To present 
information in an 
order that 
supports the 
purpose of the 
writing. 

You should think 
carefully about: 

The order the 
reader needs the 
writing to be in, 
to show your 
thinking to them 
and to enable 
them to gain the 
information they 
need from each 
section. 

What exactly you 
need the reader 
to take away 
from each 
section. What 
facts, 
information, 
thinking and 
steps towards 
your endpoint do 
they need? 



The end (Conclusion).

The end, which is often a 
conclusion, should be the focal 

point of your argument and 
writing. It tells the reader the 
key ideas you need them to 

take away, to show your 
thinking and satisfy the purpose 

of the writing task. 

What is the end 
point of your 

writing? 

Is it a conclusion that 
answers the question 

posed?

Is it 
recommendations 
for further actions 

and studies?

Is it a summary 
statement?

Is it a narrative 
statement that does 

not conclude one 
way or another

What does your 
assessment brief tell 
you the end point of 
your writing needs to 

be?



Questions?
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