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GENERAL ADVICE


1. Familiarize yourself with the grade scheme.

Some of your markers might be harder or softer, but this is what they will all be using judge your work. Know the grade scheme and you will know what to aim for. You can usually find it somewhere in the back of your department’s handbooks for students. A typical one might look like this:

Fails…

0-24: Does not understand even the basic themes of the module; no obvious thought, argument, conclusions or referencing. Often written unclearly. [Completely irrelevant or useless writing]

25-32: Not much thought, poorly written, often outside module themes with almost no evaluation or attempt at conclusion. [Un-researched waffle and ‘common sense’ opinion. Often short because the student did not know anything to say.]

33-39: Disjointed, superficial or generalized account, poorly written and based on inadequate sources and lacking in critical thought or significant reference to theory. [Often short; could approximate garbled lecture material with one or two more obvious academics mentioned. Student seems to be missing most of the basic ideas.]

Passes…

40-49: A limited less critical understanding of few sources pursued with some inaccuracies of written style. [Patchy, confused, very lazy or very basic, but with some merit. Perhaps simply regurgitated lecture material.]

50-59: Reasonably organized selective understanding using a limited range of sources. [This is a fair stab, tending to focus on more obvious material, with some grasp of lectures and some further research. Can seem a bit choppy or superficial.]

60-69: Adequate range of sources used to create a well-structured, logical assessment. [A bold answer reporting on a decent range of sources, but still tending to ‘hide’ behind the authority of famous academics. May seem heavy on quotations. It will show a depth of understanding.]

70-79: Shows an independent approach to ideas using a wide range of sources in a confident and well-planned piece. [An expert piece showing independent research and judgement. It has to show solid reasoning and evidence.] 

80-89: Exceptional insights well contextualized and grounded in a critical, well researched, carefully structured and persuasively written piece. [Thorough, critical and exceptional.]

90-100: Almost perfect. Could hardly be bettered - extremely strong in all areas. [Amazing!]

2. Look at your own past feedback.

This is a valuable source of information from tutors. Because of the way that making happens, marker comments can sometimes look like a record of faults and failure. In reality those comments should be used as a series of points explaining how you can better your work. Have a look at the comments. What patterns keep repeating themselves? What things are your existing strengths? What do you really need to improve?

3. Familiarize yourself with the course aims.

Different courses can have very different aims and positions in relation to the same topic. To make sure that you are on track, look again at the aims of the course. These should be written down somewhere, usually in the course handbook or perhaps in online descriptions of the course. Re-reading the aims of the course will help to centre you.

4. Consider creating your own question.

On some courses tutors may require you to devise your own question, or offer you the option of doing so. If you the question set does not motivate you, then you should explore the option. It is a mixed blessing: good because you might be able to write about your passion, and because you will be taking yourself out of competition with other students who are all answering the main question (markers tend to get fussier when they see a lot of answers to the same thing). On the other hand, it comes fraught with pitfalls. For example creating an obvious or speculative answer. If you do decide to go down this route, always clear the question with the tutor before you start writing. A productive question has the following characteristics:

· Is focused and specific.

· Cannot be answered with an obvious yes or no response.

· Can include a quotation as a starting point. 

· Contributes to a wider academic theory or research concern (may be through challenging, testing, unpacking or applying).

· Does not concern a topic so broad that it leads to pure speculation.

· Encourages different viewpoints to be put alongside each other.

· Is meaningful: people can see why it matters.

· Ideally creates surprise or covers new ground.

Words that might inspire you: analyse, assess, assumptions, causes, compare,

consequences, contrast, differences, discuss, evaluate, implications, similarities, what, why.

5. Narrow down the scope of a general question.

There’s an old saying that goes “Give someone enough rope and they will hang themselves.” If you think of trying to read something that says a little about a lot, it won’t have much flow or insight. In general, students do better on more narrowly defined questions, because saying a lot about a little shows that you have a depth of understanding. So if the title of the question seems a bit general to you, ask your tutor about the possibility of redefining the scope of study. Here is an example. If the title says, “Discuss the representation of women in horror movies,” you could say in your introduction, “Women are represented in different ways in horror films and it would be too much to try and discuss every sub-genre in detail. This essay will focus on the representation of women in slasher movies, because that particular topic has attracted the most critical attention.” The formula here is to show in passing that you know about the whole area, but then to say that it would be better to discuss one area, either because it exemplifies the concerns of the main question or because it addresses it in a particularly interesting way. You could phrase this by saying, “Rather than addressing a topic with such a broad scope, the discussion that follows will focus on…”  

6. Listen out for specific advice from the tutor.

Sometimes tutors have a very specific slant on the essay that they want you to produce. Perhaps they are keen that you follow the particular codes and conventions of a certain school of thought. Rather than putting off starting the essay, it is better instead immediately to ask the tutor for some grounding advice. Most will be keen to mention particular quirks and pitfalls to you. My point here is that this ebook is about general academic essay writing. You are advised to modify and tailor this advice to the specific circumstances of your course, tutor and assessment. Most tutors will make technical specifications about a piece of work. For example: double-spaced paragraphs, justified to the left margin, written in 12 point font on paper with margins of at least 2cm. Some tutors may also offer help in reading through a draft of your work. If your tutor is willing to do this I would advise you to go to see them in person (emails with drafts attached can seem a bit impolite) and do as much you can to finish the essay. Otherwise, you will be wasting everyone’s time since you are asking him or her to say things that are obvious to both of you.

DEVELOPMENT ADVICE

7. Start as early as possible.
One of the biggest problems is that students do too little too late. We’ve all witnessed that caffeine-fuelled frenzy of pressured intellectual creativity just before an essay is due in. Rarely does it actually work well. Although it is human nature, and working right up to deadlines motivates people, it also has major problems:

· Bottlenecks mean a scarcity of resources (harassed tutors, libraries plundered of material, over-stretched computer facilities).

· People compete with themselves to see if they can do a good job. They have precious little time to develop or review their work.

· Students feel stressed because they are not in control of their work life.

· Some work needlessly loses marks for lateness.

Imagine yourself as a lawyer paid to fight a major jury case. Would you leave all your homework to the night before? If you were a soccer hero would you not bother training until the night before each match? This method makes no sense. It’s much better to have a “get it done immediately” mentality. The benefits of this attitude are that:

· You feel more in control of your workload.

· You have proper time to review your own work.

· You can deal with later problems as they come up.

· You can hand your work in early and go to the movies while everyone else gets stressed out. 

That’s really beating the system. You have to remember that essay deadlines are usually the very last time that work can be handed in, not the only time. Be like Elvis and start “taking care of business;” just don’t eat too many doughnuts while you’re doing it

8. Answer only the exact question set.

Look very carefully at the working of the question set. Here is an example: “Assess criticisms of the thesis that the recent Iraq War was really about oil.” This answer does not ask you to state the thesis that the war was about oil (although you should do that in your introduction), nor does it ask you to merely re-state criticisms of the thesis. It asks you, in fact, to assess those criticisms; in other words, to say what was good and bad about each criticism. If you really want to answer a question properly, look up key words like “evaluate,” “analyse” or “contrast” in its title. These words have very specific meanings.

9. Leave time to review your work.

If you plan to finish your essay a couple of weeks ahead of time, something magical will happen. Walk away from the completed piece for a week, and when you come back and read it again all the flaws that you never saw at the time will jump right out and beg to be corrected. The best part is that you still have time to do it!

10. Assess and redraft your essay.
When you come to looking at your draft, here is a way to get to the bottom of whether it has a good structure. Print out a copy of the essay leaving a broad left hand margin. As you read it through write a sentence next to each paragraph summarizing what it means. Next take a new sheet of paper and make a flow chart from all of the summary sentences. This will give you a “map” or outline of your essay that will allow you to judge its development and flow. You can now start to re-arrange, transform, insert or remove paragraphs to improve the development of the piece as a whole. Another tip here is that if you are short of the word count, you can add each summary sentence to the front of its paragraph, if appropriate, to increase the clarity. Finally, you may have to redraft your work several times until you get it right. Very few people can write anything of real substance with clarity first time round. Almost all top writers take several drafts to fully expound and arrange their ideas. Why should you be any different?  

11. Focus on staying within the word limit.

It is a tragedy when students with great work are penalized for going over length. Usually a few words (up to about 10%) will not make much difference, but going over length any further indicates an unrestrained sloppiness and inability to stick to the rules stated. There is an art to being able to summarize some sections and leave detail in others, to create a result that leads the reader through the issues boldly and slowly, so that at the end they feel satisfied and do not want more. You may wish to apportion word limits to the individual points that you are developing. I find that a bit obsessive, but do it if it works for you.

RESEARCH TIPS

12. Go beyond lecture material.

One of the biggest mistakes people make at university is dragging their old models of learning along with them. Rather than spoon-feed “the truth” for you to regurgitate, lecturers usually aim to give you a few starting points to guide you in your own independent research, learning and thinking on a topic. You display progress in that by showing that you have done your own reading and thinking around the issues.

13. Focus on the best academic sources.

Research is a big part of doing a strong essay. This part is all about effort and quality control. The more you look, the more you will find. Rather than browsing down the library (an approach which often throws up old or marginal sources), the best thing to do is to take things in three steps:

· Foundational learning: begin with introductory material, particularly recent textbooks and subject dictionaries. The online encyclopedia wikipedia is one such starting point and can be found here: http://www.wikipedia.org/ The problem with wikipedia, though, is that it is not really an academic source since anyone can write or alter an entry. Try to find online resources in your discipline, so that you can re-search them when starting different essays. Take some rough notes from these starting sources to get grounded in your subject, but do not use the sources in your final essay as it will mark you out as a total beginner rather than an emerging expert.

· Hunting for sources: once you have acquired a basic familiarity with the topic, cast your net a lot wider, and keep casting it. Only look for academic sources (those from university presses or from other publishers like Sage or Routledge who feature writers from universities). Such sources can include journal articles, reports, books or book chapters and scholarly monographs. At this stage, rather than doing more reading, you should simply keep searching for bibliographic references to academic pieces are either current (within the last five to ten years) or classic (the relevant pieces by authors that everybody talks about). Set a goal of finding, say, twenty books, book chapters and articles that are the most relevant to your title. Maximizing your options should be the goal at this stage. Remember to keep within or close to your discipline at this stage, since different disciplines can come at the same topic via very different angles. Use your library catalogue. If your university subscribes to electronic search engines like IBSS, OCLC First Search or JSTOR, then use those. Some free search engines you might also try:

· http://scholar.google.com/
· http://www.findarticles.com/ … rather a general source which includes non-academic material.

· http://www.egs.edu/ … this school has online articles by some famous social thinkers.

· Final reading: once you have found the best sources, begin to read them, taking notes and focusing on the most relevant sections.

14. Focus on printed sources.

Try and use sources that you can cite down to the exact page number. Often this will mean going to printed copies of things. If your bibliography consists of predominantly internet sources, even if they are all good ones, the marker will probably surmise that you are a bit lazy and convenience orientated. Some sections of academia are slow to change; I think there is still a bias towards printed sources among examiners and it would be as well to be aware of it.

15. Find good examples.

What makes a good example? Apart from it being correctly cited, I would say that it needs to be accurate (factual), important (relevant), reliable (representative) and strong (proving the point). How much detail you include each time is a matter for your own evaluation. Maybe re-reading a later draft will help you decide if you have conveyed it effectively. Let’s look at some elements of a good example in more detail:

· Accurate – factual.

· A fact, not a conviction.

· Minimally interpreted.

· Contextualized.

· Typical (easy to compare).

· Appeals to a case that can be proven by selected instances.

· Doesn’t prove a different point.

· Contains the supposed attribute (not more or less).

· Doesn’t make too big an inference.

· Important - relevant.

· Significant (not trivial).

· Related (not diverting).

· Interesting.

· Not redundant (doesn’t say what has already been said).

· Reliable - representative.

· Fair (doesn’t read meaning into the situation).

· A true report (the reader knows how you got it).

· Comparable (not individual).

· Derived from the field.

· Stable (over time and across space).

· Not set-up or pre-meditated.

· Strong – proves the point.

· Necessary (proves only the relevant point).

· Convincing (counter-evidence is hard to find).

· Concrete (not imagined or hypothetical).

· Specific (well selected).

· Conclusive (fully worked).

· Does not contradict anything else you have said.

· No more information needed by the reader.

· Expressed with clarity and force.

Check some of the examples from the essay plan in Appendix A to get an idea of what to do.
STYLE TIPS

16. Write in clear plain English.

Markers will judge your ability to write as an indication of your care and intelligence. You must write in a way that is both correct and appropriate. The space of academic writing is like a job interview; you have to dress your writing very formally. This does not mean using big words. It’s better to say “use” instead of “utilize,” for example. It means avoiding the conventions of many other kinds of writing, particularly conversational English and entertainment journalism. You may have noted that I am writing informally here. There is a point to that. Do not copy the way that your lecturer writes in handouts and emails. Use published academic work to help guide you towards formal and appropriate style.

17. Write in proper sentences.

A proper sentence usually includes three parts: a subject, verb and object. For example in the sentence “The cat sat on the mat” the cat is the subject, “sat” is the verb and the mat is the object. Hence this is not a sentence: “Which is why you do not see any royalty in France.” Nor is this: “Isn’t it?” Always make sure that your sentences have three parts. Do not start them with “And” or finish them with any prepositions (small “in between” words). This highlights a difference between written and spoken language. For example someone might say, “The concept of time is something that scientists have been looking at.” Yet it would be wrong to write like that.

18. Write in the third person.

Avoid the following words in essays: I, we, you, us, our. Instead, structure your sentences in this way: “It could be argued that…” or “This essay will suggest that…” Why should you do this? The marker knows that it is your piece of work. Putting the focus on the essay itself will make your work seem more objective and authoritative. Focusing on yourself by using “I” can make it seem subjective and biased. Unless the essay title is asking you to explore your religious faith, the worst thing you can put is “I feel” or “I believe,” since neither of these suggest that you are really making a solid case that is based on evidence rather than opinion.

Equally, the problem with “We” is that it is unspecific. Do you mean all women, all history scholars, all of the British public or the entire Western world? Also “we” is rhetorical. Putting “We have seen…” appears like a way to force the reader into agreeing with something that they may not have seen. Saying “you” is rhetorical too as it sets up an implied reader who – for some strange reason – requires advice from the writer.

19. Write in active sentences.

You need to write in active sentences, which means keeping the subject at the front of the sentence. Writing a passive sentence like “Boats were over-turned” sounds official, but it is unspecific as it hides who over-turned the boats. Instead you should write “Fishermen overturned the boats” thus providing a specific, informative and active sentence. Markers will then see that you know what you are talking about.

20. Write in varied, short sentences.

Long, indulgent sentences, with lots of clauses, like this particular one, which you are reading right now, on your computer screen, are a pain in the neck to read, because after a while the reader gets lost... That’s not very helpful, is it? If your sentences are looking too long, try to re-arrange and split them up. Clauses are usually just out of place sentence fragments. You may see ways to prune down further once you re-arrange each sentence. A variety of sentences of different length and structure will work to keep the reader wide awake as they move through your work.

21. Write with confidence and conviction.

When someone writes, “This essay will hopefully show the factors effecting foreign policy,” they are indicating an unsettling and contagious uncertainty in their own work. Why are they hopeful? It indicates that they have not yet fully formulated their material. So try to erase words like “hopefully” from your drafts. Otherwise you are shooting yourself in the foot.

22. Avoid abbreviations and short forms.

These are all the little symbols that are fine for notes, but look terrible in the middle of an essay: etc, ie, eg, cf, etc. Markers who see them peppering a student’s work know that the student has not bothered to familiarize themselves with the proper conventions of academic writing. In you are doing things in an amateur way, you are probably an amateur.

23. Avoid rhetorical questions and exclamations.

“This is a rhetorical sentence, is it? Yes! You saw that it was.” … One of the conventions separating the conversational English of journalism from good academic essays is that question marks and exclamation marks should never be seen in essays. The content itself should be interesting enough to keep the markers attention. When the marker scribbles “too chatty” in the essay margins, it means that you have strayed into informality.

24. Avoid lists.

List and list structures, especially ones with numbers or bullet points, might be fine in report writing, but they interrupt the flow and development of academic essays. Aim to move away from saying something exhaustive, to saying something that is important in the context of your main case.

25. Avoid subheadings.

If you are used to writing reports, academic essay writing may come as a shock. One significant difference is that reports simply compile information. Essays, by contrast, make an argument in flowing prose. That means subheadings only get in the way, so leave them out.

26. Be precise in your language.

Being measured and specific means just that. Never use words like “huge” and “massive” in an essay, because they do not say how big you mean. Instead quote statistics if you can. This will make a “massive” difference to your work (oh dear). If you must use vague words chose ones like these, which at least sound less rhetorical than many others: significant, vast, general, contemporary, recent, current.

27. Define ambiguous and academic terms.

Use the space in your introduction to define any vague or ambiguous terms in the title question. If these words are popular terms used outside academia, then go to authoritative sources like the Oxford English dictionary to make your definition. In emergencies you can do that here: http://www.askoxford.com/
Academic terms like “hegemony” should be defined properly before you start using them in the essay.

28. Avoid slang and informal speech.

Your lecturers will be really miffed with you if you start beefing about this rule. Get my drift, bro? Essays are no play for hip-hop speak, text message lingo, street patois or anything else. Stop trying to score with your lecturers for appearing hip and cred; it won’t work. Instead, think about how you can communicate to the widest number of people in the plainest way. That is the democracy of academic language in action. Academia is not about writing funky or impenetrable word soup. It’s about putting complex ideas in a simple way.

29. Write in long, single point paragraphs.

One modern affliction that seems to ail large numbers of students is “short paragraphs disease.” To the marker, a series of short paragraphs can suggest ragged thinking and writing. If you ask a drunk how to get to the other side of town, they will probably utter several incoherent points as they try to collect their thoughts on the spot. Short paragraphs read like that. Aim for between two and three paragraphs per double-spaced page. Make your introductory and concluding paragraphs even longer – around half a side each. That way you will have demonstrated that you are developing a coherent position, you have planned things out and you know where you are going. 

Each paragraph should develop one point. You should put that point in the first sentence of the paragraph. If you read a paragraph and see two points in it, split them up and develop each point in more detail, perhaps going into deeper reasons, adding more evidence or talking about consequences.

30. Introduce academic thinkers. 

For example, rather than saying “Albert Bandura said…” say, “In the 1960s, behavioural psychologist Albert Bandura said…” This shows you know your field. You should do it for any academic that you mention.

31. Use appropriate referencing.

One of the big steps up into university teaching is that you must properly cite the sources of inspiration for your work. Unfamiliarity with referencing indicates a student who is not taking care of their work. On the other hand, efficient referencing does not always mean that the student has done good work. Sometimes it can seem like window dressing. You have to show that your work measures up to your ability to reference. Make sure you know and follow the style of referencing specified by your course or department. This may, for example, be APA, which is a variant of the Harvard system. You can find more details about APA referencing here: http://www.apastyle.org/elecref.html
A few classic referencing mistakes made by students include:

· Not putting bibliographic entries in order of the authors’ surnames.

· Putting bullet points in front of entries in the bibliography (it looks amateur).

· Giving too little information about web sources in the bibliography. Under Harvard students should include the specific page name, URL address and retrieval date.

· Not citing at all in the main body of the essay.

· Citing too much information in the main body of the essay. Under Harvard, for example, all you need to cite a quotation in the main body of a piece is the author, year and page number. You should always include these three and nothing else, unless you are citing the title for a particular reason.

For example, under the Harvard system, this is poor citation: “Peruvian fleas can jump up to a metre (Andrew Jones, 2002, The Biology of Fleas).” A much better way to cite it would be this: “Peruvian fleas can jump up to a metre (Jones 2002, p.38).”

ARGUMENT TIPS

32. Avoid the personal angle.

This is the case on a number of levels. If you are justifying a choice of question or topic in your introduction, then explain how it contributes to the academic field, rather than stating your own interests. Equally if you have evidence about something from your own experience, you may be best off avoiding the use of it, because to an outsider reader it may seem biased, unrepresentative or impossible to verify. Remember that an essay aims to persuade its readers by takes a strong position and then using logic and verifiable evidence to bring it home. Personal anecdote can be entertaining. In some very particular modes of study it be relevant, but in student essays it is best to assume you must avoid it.

33. Always have a main case.

Even when a question seems to invite wide open speculation, it is always best to be making a case. For example, if the question asks you to “Discuss the role of the Home Guard in the World War Two,” then, once you have done your research, try and formulate a position on that issue that you can say in a sentence. This will be likely to involve some simplification, but it should not be a total over-simplification. For example you might say, “This essay will suggest that despite their historic representation, the Home Guard were significant to the War effort; however, in their absence the conflict would still have been won by other British and American forces.”

34. State your main case in the last sentence of the first paragraph.

The last sentence of the introductory paragraph is the most important place in the whole essay. It is there that you should boldly state your case. Do not say something vague like, “This essay will discuss the role of the Home Guard in World War Two,” as that just repeats the title of the essay. Markers are looking for waffle like that all the time, as evidence that the student is not really informed or taking care to think through the ideas.

35. Unpack your main case point by point.

In scientific reports, writers tend to write in the order that they did the work: introducing the project, talking in about methods, results and finally drawing conclusions. In a sense, academic essays turn this structure around. You should be putting your interpretation of the issue from what you have found right at the top of your essay, at the end of the introduction. That is your main case. From there on you need to support that case point by point, making sure each point builds on the last. Your points will be the reasons why your main case makes sense. Each will combine one aspect of your main case with the evidence that you have to support that aspect. 

36. Stick to between 4 and 7 main points.

What you must remember is that markers are marking hundreds of essays and they do not have the time to constantly comb over every single one for buried details and subtle twists. So choose a small number of really strong points that ram home the main argument, each getting better and better.

37. Include “signpost” sentences.

When you write, you are already carrying an idea in your head that you have to convey. Readers are slower to “get” what the writing is about than writers. They need time and clarity to digest what is being said. The metaphor I like here is that of the essayist as kidnapper. As you make your getaway, your reader is tied up in your passenger seat, confused and screaming. Calm them down by going slower and pointing out the route in more detail. Use a new sentence to begin each section. For example: “So far the argument has been that local government is not efficient because it can act as an obstacle to national policy. Another reason for the inefficiency of local government is that resources are more difficult to share at a local level.”

38. Avoid unverifiable or hypothetical examples.

Examples should be supported by specific evidence from traceable sources. Saying, “Anyone can see that France is a rebellious nation” or “Imagine if the French were peaceful” or “If you see a French citizen, even when he is at home, you know trouble will not be far away” are all much less acceptable than saying: “The French could be seen as a violent nation. Their annual rate of assault per thousand head of population is twice the European average (Jones 1999, 18).”

39. Be critical in developing and stating your ideas

The marker will constantly be looking for evidence of “critical thinking” in your work, but that is a broad term and can cover a range of things that show you are intellectually awake. Aspects of critical thinking can include:

· challenging popular beliefs.

· challenging your own beliefs.

· pitting one idea against another.

· showing judgement when applying a theory.

· discriminating between different ideas.

· questioning the premises of an idea.

· pointing out the logical contradictions or other flaws in an idea.

· talking about when an idea does not hold true.

· discussing the strengths and weakness of an idea.

· assessing the significance of criticisms of an idea.

40. Address important counter-arguments. 

People like to talk about “backing up” a case with evidence, but what they miss is the vital sport of putting ideas into competition with each other. Counter-arguments are positions opposite or tangential to your own. For example, if you argue that smoking is bad for your health, the counter-argument would be that it is good for your health. Of course this argument now seems hard to justify, but nevertheless, but creating a clash of ideas, you could still gain something. Taking on arguments that are different to your own is a great way to strengthen your position and demonstrate your level of intellectual ability. It is especially important to mention opposing ideas either where they seem especially strong, or where yours seems especially weak. The trick is to be honest while addressing the key concerns. For example you could question assumptions: what is “health’? You could think about how people know it is bad, what bad might mean, and whether this argument has been proven conclusively. You could think about implications: how might the world change if governments decided that smoking was good for your health?

Thinking through the opposing positions can sometimes make you modify or reject your argument, in which case you should redraft the essay. Failure to address counter-arguments might cause markers to write things like “uncritical” in the margin.

STRUCTURE TIPS

41. Plan the first draft in advance.

Once you have done your research you are likely to be bogged down in a mass of useful information. Rather than brainstorming the essay out straight on to your word processor, take a pen and paper and begin by doing a “spider” diagram of the essay. Put your main case in the middle, then make each spoke leading away from it into an important point. On the end of the spoke, add your evidence and any other relevant points. This way you will be able to summarize the whole thing on one sheet of paper. Seeing the connections will reduce the burden of abstraction on your brain and might also stimulate new ideas or show you what is missing from the piece. 

42. Write the question as your title.

Always put the title question in bold at the top of your first page. You do this so that you can guide yourself and guide the marker too. Their students may have been addressing a range of questions and they will need to know what you have chosen. A marker who does not see a title may start looking for signs that you are rambling without much care for the exact question set.

43. Have an introduction, main body and conclusion.

Essays have a three part structure. If a writer launches straight into the main body of the discussion, it indicates a serious unfamiliarity with essay writing style and also breaks in important rule of form: that readers should be led from general concerns to ones that are more specific. A sentence or two summarizing a topic does not count as a decent introduction or conclusion. These bookends to the discussion should deliver the main case with clarity and force.
44. Write a strong introduction.

An introduction is the opening gambit, setting the stage for what the essay is going to be like. By the time you write it, you should have done your research, reading, thinking and planning, and you should have a very strong idea of what you want to say. When the marker starts reading your essay, the introduction will be the main focus of their attention. They will be looking for indications of what the essay is going to be like. Since your first words really count, here are some key features of a strong introduction:

· One large paragraph, around half a page long.

· Begins by explaining why the general topic matters, often by example.

· Outlines the nature and scope of the issue.

· Remains as specific as possible.

· Explains precisely what the essay is going to do, without resorting to redundant, waffling or previewing sentences like, “The conclusion will draw all previous points together.”

· Ends with a very strong sentence summarizing the position taken by the writer (their specific argument).

To help you clarify this, analyse how following introduction falls short of the points above: 

The digital distribution of music has had a great impact on the music industry. With reference to appropriate theory, this essay will discuss the effects that file sharing over the Internet has on the record industry and copyright laws. It will also examine the impact of digital music formats, such as MP3 files, on the music industry, and discuss ways of reducing the illegal distribution of music.

45. Stick to one issue and follow it through.

A piece that says a lot about a little is much better than one saying a little about a lot. Logically developing a theme is a great skill that – other things being equal – should reflect well in your final mark. If you wonder off topic, you will be wasting valuable space with irrelevant material.

46. Outline the theme and problem first.

If you are tinkering with your essay structure, one thing to do is to go logically. Talk about the class of concerns first, then the particular concern and the scope of a problem, before you do your case study. Equally, if you are applying theory, talk about the pure theory first, then introduce the case in hand, then apply the theory. What you put first will depend on what you see as framing everything else. If the question asks about the value of an idea, put the idea first. If it asks about a case, them present the case first. A rule of thumb is this: put the pure theory first, unless the essay is not really about the theory. Going from a case into a first discussion of theory will see odd because theories are always about more than one case.

47. Note what has already been said.

One of the first questions a marker will have about a piece of student writing is: do they really know what they are talking about? Are they familiar with this academic area? Do they understand the material in this field? Summarizing what has already been said both brings the reader up to speed and displays to the marker that you have expertise on this subject.

48. Make paragraphs that link to each other.

Rather than starting new topics, each paragraph should follow on from the next, like a different musical movement in the same symphony. As you plan and write consider how your paragraphs are linked. Reading, as it were, between the paragraphs, you should find unspoken connections saying things like “which means,” “more specifically” or “it follows that…”

49. Use quotations appropriately.

Some students think that if they do some reading, select the right quotes and stitch them together that they have made a good essay. This is mistaken because it amounts to hiding behind the words of others. You will be not be rewarded significantly for the fairly simple skill of selecting chunks of what other people say. Instead, quotations should be 10% or less of your work. They should be well chosen and discussed when they appear. The discussion might include an assessment of the quote. It might apply the quote to the topic at hand. The point is that you are thinking through or thinking with the material that you find, not simply dumping it on the page as if it speaks for itself. It is your job to bring the evidence that you chose alive with insight and resonance in order to drive home your main case.

50. Finish on a strong conclusion.

A strong conclusion will be likely to include:

· A big paragraph drawing the essay to its climax.

· An initial signal that you are concluding: this might mean that you write, “In conclusion…” or “To conclude” or “In sum…”

· An explanation summarizing how the essay has demonstrated the validity of you main case. You may want to restate some of the strongest reasons in support here.

· Some further areas of concern or weaker points in your position. After all, if you have put a strong case you can afford a little humility now. This will point towards a moment when your ideas might be revised again.

· A final twist sentence, possibly an observation, new point (often philosophical) or quotation that – without resorting to daft verbal tricks or ambiguity – wakes up the reader and adds to their fascination with the topic. For example, if you were asked to write about a historic event, you might suggest how its legacy has implications for a present day issue. 

Appendix A: Further Reading 

This is a list of some good books if you want to develop your skills as a student. You can learn more about them by looking them up on the Amazon website. Either go here for if you are studying in England or here if you are a student in the USA. The books are as follows:
Cottrell, S. (2003) The Study Skills Handbook. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Cottrell, S. (2005) Critical Thinking Skills. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Fairbairn, G. and Winch, C. (1996) Reading, Writing and Reasoning: A Guide for Students. Buckingham: Open University Press

Goshgarian, G. and Krueger, K. (2005) Dialogues: An Argument and Rhetoric Reader. Harlow: Longman

Greetham, B. (2001) How to Write Better Essays. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Hennessy, B. (2002) Writing an Essay: Simple Techniques to Transform your Coursework and Exams. Oxford: How To Books 

Marshall, L. and Rowland, F. (1998) A Guide To Learning Independently. Buckingham: Open University Press

Soles, D. and Lawler, G. (2005) The Academic Essay: How to Plan, Draft, Write and Edit. London: Studymates

Thouless, R. (1974) Straight and Crooked Thinking. London: Pan Books [A really classic introduction to logic, unfortunately now hard to find but worth tracking down.]

Appendix B: Example Essay Plan

Is the Death Sentence an Effective Deterrent to Murder?

The death sentence has been a traditional yet controversial aspect of judicial procedure for many years. Although most modern nations have abandoned it, execution is still the ultimate sentence for murder in the USA and is also favoured in the Islamic world. While there may be retributive or practical grounds for the death sentence, this essay will examine its effectiveness as a deterrent and argue that it is not an effective deterrent to murder.

· Research comparing murder rates in different nations suggests that western countries that do not have the death sentence actually have lower rates of murder than those that do (see Hoyle 2002: 543). However, the situation is reversed for the Islamic world (Bunton 1992: 11), suggesting that cultural factors must be considered. In western countries poverty has been linked to murder as a crime (Sootle 2000: 35).

· Even within the same country there seems little connection. Historic studies of American society have suggested no annual correlation between the total of annual executions and the total of murders committed each year (Norton 1989: 17). When executions were suspended in America between 1968 and 1974, the murder rate went down by 15%. As Hoyle (2002: 546) explains, its reintroduction had more to do with political pressure for ‘restorative justice’ than attempts to reduce the incidence of murder. 

· Jones (1987: 7) argues that if someone is executed, then they will never kill again. While this may be the case, it does not reflect upon deterrence. Jones’s position assumes that murderers are almost certainly going to re-offend, but in most murder cases there were unique causative circumstances rather. Individuals with repeated patterns of extreme violent behaviour are rare; serial killers make up less than 1% of all murderers (Bloom 2001: 194).

· It could be argued, following Jalt and Hoom (1989: 46), that most murders are ‘crimes of passion’ than take place between parties who know each other – usually husband and wife – and as such involve little rational thought. Under emotionally charged circumstances murderers are extremely unlikely to make rational assessments of the consequences of their actions. Even if they were, in America it is widely known that only 5% of those convicted of murder are actually executed, because of ‘lenient’ sentencing and a strong appeals process.  

· From their own accounts, murders themselves have little concern for the death penalty. Franke (1996) conducted a series of one hundred interviews with murderers in prisons in Britain and America. In only three cases, who were all assassins for organized crime syndicates, did any of them say that they even considered the consequences of getting caught.

· According to Smith (1999: 11), ‘The death sentence is murder.’ In other words, execution necessarily increases the murder rate as it is murder itself. Other such as Payne (2001) have argued that this definition of murder is unfair. Nevertheless, it could be argued that by publicly sanctioning state-organized killings, retaining the death sentence is sending the wrong moral message to potential killers. It may discourage them from one standpoint, but actually encourage them from another, or at least cause them to dismiss the justice system as hypocritical. 

In conclusion, not only is the death sentence an ineffective deterrent to murder, but the whole discussion oversimplifies both the psychology of murder as a process and its social context. Some of the most interesting recent research (Poole 2003) has therefore examined the political agenda behind the ‘deterrent’ argument and questioned an approach that seeks to reduce crime without addressing its social causes.

Appendix C: Improving on a High Grade

Following the instructions here cannot guarantee you a high grade; this is merely some suggestions and general guidance. If the difference between a high second class grade and a first class grade can be described quite easily, the skills necessary to make the transition are harder to acquire, so improving on a high mark is a difficult task. The skills necessary are not so much ones of research and conscientiousness, but the ones of thinking and speaking.

In appropriate academic style, a high second class piece of work will efficiently report on what a number of academics have to say about a topic. A piece a few percentage points higher will be:

· written with a stronger voice (this does not mean first person style, speculation or pure opinion; it means having something distinctive to say and saying it confidently). 

· evaluate the work of other academics on a higher level.

· present a bold, unique and original argument of its own that is systematically supported.

· address counter-arguments as it unpacks the case being made. 

To put this another way: when a marker reads a good second class piece of work they should feel like they have picked something up from a good journalist who has found about the issue and pieced together a story about it. When they read a first class piece of work they should feel like they are in the presence of an expert who is a specialist, immersed in their field of study. I will try to offer an example:

High second class example

Academics such as Peter Smith (1993) consider the media stereotypes Russians. “People from Russia are almost always seen as sinister figures with heavy accents and a tendency to be involved in organized crime.” (1993, p.11) This essay will examine the issue by looking at various representations of Russians in contemporary TV programming.

1st class example

In 1993, cultural studies scholar Peter Smith argued that Russians were presented in the media as “sinister figures with heavy accents and a tendency to be involved in organized crime” (p.11), but Smith’s comments are now over a decade old. Furthermore, he only focused on comedy television programming, especially in its commercial form. This essay will question Smith’s claim by considering representations of Russians right across contemporary TV programming. It will argue that Russians are no longer restricted to their gangster stereotype, but have recently been portrayed in ways that inflect and play with viewer expectations.

There are a number of differences here. The high second class piece dumps the quotation without discussing it. It hides behind the academic authority of Smith, rather than seeing him as a maker of work with its own issues and limitations. It ends with a vague statement about what is to come. The first class piece of work places and discusses the quotation, and demonstrates that it is not afraid to evaluate another scholar’s research. It also takes a clear position on the issue (ie. that the stereotype is outdated) and flags that the essay will proceed to examine the complexity of the case. 

So, some general tips…

· Re-read the grade scheme in your student handbook, copy down key elements about what a second class and a first class mark should be like and consider the differences.

· Read up on critical thinking and try and get into more debates about things (as a viewer and participant). Look at how people are constructing their arguments. How do you know whether they are right? Is the style of their argument fair? Look at role model existing first level pieces of work (such as high scoring students dissertations).

· Aim to start research as soon as you can. Finish the research phase of your assignment preparation early, so you can get a good overview and consider your argument carefully.

· When you do your academic research, always think about the positioning and flaws in the piece of writing that you are examining. Check the evidence supporting or refuting ideas. 

· Make sure you have a position on the topic (even if the question seems to invite you to be vague).

· Try and to reason things out fully (with your main case, reasons behind it and concrete examples), and demonstrate your willingness to judge what others say on the basis of what you see and know. 
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