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A significant proportion of your writing during your time at university or college will be devoted to essays.  
Although there is no one correct way to write an essay, it is hoped that the following guidelines will help  
You to develop your essay writing skills. 
 

 
 
 

 
Read the question carefully.  Essay questions usually contain KEY WORDS which are your main guide 
as to what is required:   
 
• Analyse—consider the various parts of the whole and describe the inter-relationship between 

them. 
 
• Compare—examine the objects in question with a view to demonstrating their similarities. 
 
• Contrast—examine the objects in question for the purpose of demonstrating differences. 
 
• Define—give a definition or state terms of reference. 
 
• Discuss—present the different aspects of a problem or question and draw a reasoned conclusion. 
 
• Evaluate—examine the various sides of a question and try to reach a judgement. 
 
• Summarise—outline the main pints briefly. 
 
Question the question itself.  Consider the possibilities, scope and limitations. Define each term used in 
it and use these definitions as tentative headings for your research.  If you are unclear about what is 
wanted, ask your lecturer or tutor for clarification. 
 

 
 
 

It is never too early to start reading for an essay.  Plan your initial research around questions relevant to 
the topic, and use the following guidelines: 

Read the Question 

Gathering the Material 
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• Gather your material with a clear purpose in mind and compile it accurately. 
 
• Use small cards on which to build up a file of material.  Question headings could go on these. 
 
• See that your reading is not too general.  Prune steadily as you read and actively assess the value 

of your material. 
 
• Continually check your reading against your questions—your subject may redefine itself as you  
 become more familiar with the material. 
 
• Plans should be simple—work out a sequence which leads to the conclusions you would like to 

make. 
 
 
 

 
Comment on the subject of the essay—what do you understand by it?  How is it important? 
 
Introduce the points you are going to discuss, state your case in general terms, identifying the opinions 
you are going to support in the rest of the essay. 
 
Briefly summarise the overall theme of your essay, highlighting the main points to be made, and  
possibly the order in which they are to be represented.  This gives the reader and idea of what to expect 
and greatly increases their comprehension. 
 

 
 
 

Develop your line of argument through several main ideas. 
 
Support each idea with examples and illustrations drawn from boos, articles and other sources you have 
used. 
 
As the essay develops, make it clear how your arguments relate to one another 
 

 
 
 

.Summarise the main ideas. 
 
Form a tentative answer by way of final comment to the question. 
 
Read through and make sure that you understand completely what you are trying to say—if you can’t 
your readers won’t  be able to either! 

Gathering the Material (cont) 

Writing the Essay » Main Body 

Writing the Essay » Introduction 

Writing the Essay » Conclusion 



 
 
 

When writing, try to use a straightforward, basically simple and grammatically accurate style.   
Above all, try to avoid: 
 
• Oversimplifying issues. 
 
• Making generalisations without giving specific examples. 
 
• Quoting material that is irrelevant or out of context. 
 
• Making assertions without supporting evidence or argument 
 
Good work requires considerable practice, and adherence to the following: 
 
• Use complete, straightforward sentences. 
 
• Follow accepted English rules for spelling. 
 
• Use a good dictionary  (such as Concise Oxford or Chambers) and a thesaurus (such as  
 Roget’s). 
 
• Make sure that your punctuation is accurate. 
 
• Support your points with appropriate references and on no account copy material without  
 acknowledgement.  Reference sources according to the normal academic conventions (see 
 Study Skills Series 8 Harvard Referencing) 
 
• Indent and single-space quotations which exceed three lines in length. 
 
• Use double-space or 1½ space when word processing. 
 
• Use lined paper when writing by hand and write legibly. 
 
• See that your name and subject title are on the paper. 
 
Try not to be daunted by all of this advice, it takes time to develop an efficient essay writing strategy.   
It will improve with practice! 
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