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some ideas on essays and essay writing 

why this 
document 
might be 
helpful for 
students: 

Before beginning work on an essay, it is vital to know exactly what an essay is. 
 
An essay has a specific structure and form and writing an essay means following certain conventions and 
rules. This short document clearly shows what an essay is and sets out some of the common 
requirements associated with essays. 
 
Producing essays can be seen as a series of steps. Some students will benefit by seeing these steps laid 
out and completing one at a time, in sequence. 

note: 

Although there are conventions to essay writing, individual tutors or departments sometimes impose their 
own requirements so you should make yourself aware of these (sometimes referred to as the ‘terms of 
reference’). 
 
This document is 10 pages. 
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what is an essay?  
 
 

• An essay is a written piece of work with a set structure. 
 

• An essay is made of sentences put together to form paragraphs. 
 

• An essay is made of three main parts: an introduction, a main body and a conclusion. 
 

• An essay contains information and/or ideas. 
  

• An essay contains writing that is descriptive, analytical or (usually) both. 
 

 
 

• The diagram on the right shows the standard form of an essay: 
 
 
 
 

• The length of an essay varies. The number of words is usually set for you: 
 

short essay : 1,000 to 1,500 words 
essay: 1,500 to 3,500 words 
extended essay: 3,500+ 
 
(the word length is useful in structuring the essay: make sure you know it) 
 
 

• The number of paragraphs in the main body of the essay will vary depending 
on the length of the essay and the amount of information or ideas in each. 
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paragraph 

 

paragraph 

 

paragraph 

 

paragraph 
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body 
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Reference List 
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using the word limit 

 
 
 

 

• Use the word limit to help you structure your essay.  

• Look at the table below to see approximately how many words you should have in each of the three parts of the essay. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                Note: introductions and conclusions are always better shorter than too long 

 
 

• The main body of the essay can be broken down further depending on how many main points you want to make. 

• At some stage during your research, and before writing the essay, try to allocate an approximate number of words to each 
different section of the main body.  

• Using the word limit needs to be flexible because it will change as you find more relevant ideas and information. 
 

By using the word limit as a guide you will be: 

• constructing a frame which you can then fill with ideas and information.  

• breaking down the essay into smaller, more manageable units 

• identifying different parts of the main body and giving them relative importance 

word limit                 introduction (8-10%)                  main body (80-84%)                 conclusion (8-10%) 

1,000                            80 - 100                                       800 - 840                                   80 - 100 

1,500                           120 - 150                                     1,200 - 1,260                             120 - 150 

2,000                           160 - 200                                     1,600 – 1,680                            160 - 200 

2,500                           200 - 250                                     2,000 – 2,100                            200 - 250 

3,000                           240 - 300                                     2,400 – 2,520                            240 - 300 

4,000                           320 - 400                                     3,200 – 3.360                            320 - 400 
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example of an outline essay structure 
 

 
 
 
 
Here is an example of an outline essay structure using the word limit as a guide. 
 
Essay title: 
Identify and examine the major influences behind the art of Pablo Picasso. 
Word limit: 
3,000 words 
 
After brainstorming the question and some initial research, the student identified 5 main areas: 
 

• the influence of Picasso’s father 

• the cities Picasso lived in 

• the inspiration he got from other artists 

• the impact of his closest friends 

• the women in his life 
 
 
These formed the sections of the main body. 
Each section was allocated a certain number of words  
depending on their relevance to the question or title. 
 
The outline structure is shown with the number of words for each section: 
 
 
Note: each section of the main body of the essay could be one paragraph or more than one 
(a good paragraph will usually have a minimum of 150 -200 words – its 
 main aim is to introduce, describe and/or discuss an idea or piece of information) 

 
 
 
 

 Introduction 
(250) 

Conclusion 
(250) 

father 

(400) 

friends 

(550) 

cities 

(250) 

artists 

(600) 
main 
body 
(2,500) 

essay title 

women 

(700) 
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 make the steps needed to produce the essay explicit (…and follow them): a ten step approach to producing an essay 
 

 
 
 

• When you are given an essay to do, you should have a plan of how you will tackle the task. 

• The method in the table below is designed so that each step makes the next one easier.  

• Steps 1-4 are designed to give you focus, steps 5 -7 prepare you for writing the essay. 

 
step activity time   

1 work on the question, title or instruction  - reformat it from a linear to a spatial form (use A3 unlined paper) 10 mins 
 

2 brainstorm the question – get down your initial ideas or knowledge – if you don’t understand the focus of the question – ask your tutor 20 mins 
 

3 do some brief, initial research (make brief notes) – start with concise sources (like your lecture notes) –  add ideas to your brainstorm 1- 2 days 
 

4 draw  a rough outline essay structure that includes your main ideas/points - show it to your tutor for feedback 15 mins 
 

5 now you have more focus - carry out the main research and reading (make notes in your preferred style) (start your reference list) varies 
 

6 adapt/review the structure during you research -  try to allocate an approximate number. of words to each section or paragraph - 
 

7 using your structure as a guide  - review your notes before writing (if you like, write a mini statement of intention for each paragraph) 20 mins 
 

8 using your structure as a guide - write the first draft (your aim should be to get your ideas down in order and in the right place) varies 
 

9 write the second draft -  here you can improve your written expression and add relevant detail varies 
 

10 proofread and edit - leave as much time as possible before the end of writing and proofreading, or, ask someone else to proofread 1-2 days 
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producing essays: points to consider  
 
use the essay title or question 
If you follow the ten-point plan to essay writing, you will realise the importance of working with the essay title.  
Keep it in view at all times during your essay research and writing.   
Pin it on your wall near to your computer or wherever you work and check it regularly. 
Use the 10 point plan sheet and keep the title with the research notes you make. 
 
 
use a formal (not informal) writing style 
Formal writing does not mean sentences have to be complex or that words have to be long.  

• avoid using jokes or puns 

• do not use words you don’t know the meaning of 

• do not try to show off or bluff 

• do not try to imitate an ‘academic style’ that you have read 

• do not use exclamation marks!!!! (except if they are part of a quote) 

• avoid colloquial language – replace these informal terms with the formal word (e.g. ‘mothers’ not ‘mums’) 
 
 

whenever possible, be precise not general 
When writing or proofreading your essay, look out for words and phrases like: 

• a lot/many 

• a few/some 

• very 

• quite 

• big/small 
 

Many years ago, the population was very large. In 1923, the population was thirty million.  

Some academics argue that Freud was very influential. 
Jung argued that Freud was the most influential thinker of the 
twentieth century. 

There was a big of difference between the two sides in terms of 
fighting men. 

The British numbered a quarter of a million troops, the Boers no 
more that sixty thousand. 
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avoid using ‘I’ or ‘me’ or ‘my’ (called the ‘first person’) 
In an academic essay you shouldn’t use phrases like: “I think that….” or “I conclude that….”. or “my argument is…” 
Sometimes, this is allowed (for example in reflective writing). If you are uncertain check with your tutor at the outset. 
Not using the first person in an essay is easy: 
 

I think that Picasso was obsessed with Dora Marr. Picasso was obsessed with Dora Marr. 

My argument shows that Picasso’s work was influenced of El Greco. It is clear that Picasso’s work was influenced by El Greco. 

I really like Picasso’s first self-portrait. Picasso’s first self-portrait can be considered one of his finest. 

 
You are writing the essay – it is therefore clear that the ideas and arguments are yours (unless is referenced to another person). 
If you state a personal opinion (especially a controversial one) then support it with evidence and logical argument. 
 
 
 
avoid using ‘you’  
Instead of writing ‘you’ – write who ‘you’ refers to: 
 

If you have a clear strategy in place, you can produce clear and well 
written essays. 

If students have a clear strategy in place, they can produce clear 
and well written essays. 

With the effective use of the internet, you can collect relevant 
information from a number of sources. 

With the effective use of the internet, researchers can collect 
relevant information from a number of sources. 

 
 
 
do not use abbreviations that use apostrophes (contractions) 
never use using abbreviated forms of words like:    don’t         isn’t         can’t         won’t        didn’t 
write them out in full:                                                do not       is not       cannot      will not     did not 
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avoid using tautologies 
A tautology is a repetition of words or phrases that mean the same thing: 
 

The first introduced theory was proposed by Smith in 1922. The first theory was proposed by Smith in 1922. 

The internet was a new innovation. The internet was an innovation. 

The legal and legislative obstacles are… The legal obstacles are… 

 
 
 
avoid using the slash symbol (/) 
 

It is useful/beneficial to consider both the two approaches jointly.  It is useful to consider both approaches jointly. 

The evidence disproves/invalidates Smith’s hypothesis. The evidence invalidates Smith’s hypothesis. 

 
 
 
do not use emotive language 
Avoid phrases or words that show emotional reaction to what you write (unless you are writing a reflective essay). 
 

The unemployment rate has sadly increased in the past year. The unemployment rate has increased by 5% in the last year. 

 
 
 
pictures, tables, graphs, headings, sub-headings 
A formal academic essay does not usually have these elements – they usually appear in reports. However some essays do 
contain visual aids – for example maps are often part of history essays. Check first with your tutor. 
 



9 QMUL: Disability & Dyslexia Service: Study Skills for Students: Peter Lia: Dyslexia Tutor 

 
use quotes accurately and appropriately 

• know how to set them out correctly and how to reference them 

• use them sparingly and for a clear purpose 

• introduce quotes, refer to them, so that they are incorporated into the essay 

• do not repeat what you have just written by saying it again with a quote. 

• do not quote too often from the same source 

• putting an idea into your own words is usually better than using a quote. 
 
Useful phrases that can introduce a quote or an idea: 
 

Smith suggests… Smith indicates… Smith argues that…  Smith illustrates… Smith writes… 

Smith implies… Smith shows… Smith agrees… Smith makes the point… To quote Smith, … 

Smith believes… Smith demonstrates… Smith supports… Smith emphasises that… According to Smith….. 

 
 
bibliography and references 
Although these terms are sometimes confused, a bibliography is an extensive  list of all sources used for a piece of academic 
work and is usually asked for in an extended essay (thesis, dissertation or PhD).  
At undergraduate level, a reference list will be enough. 
A reference list is a list of all sources used and referred to in the essay. 
 
Make sure you know how to set out your reference list– you will probably be assessed on it. 
 
When you first start working on your essay, open a file on you computer and call it References or Reference List. 
As you research, enter the details of your sources.  
 
Don’t wait until you have finished writing your essay to do your references. It will take a lot of time and can be very frustrating. 
Also, it is easier to keep the sources in alphabetical order if you do them as you go along. 
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use the thesaurus as a spellchecker  
If the spellchecker doesn’t recognise a word that you cannot remember how to spell, use the thesaurus. Enter a word with a 
similar meaning to the one you are trying to spell and then check it for synonyms (words that have similar meanings). For 
example if you want to spell ‘precise’ or ‘accurate’, write ‘exact’ and use the thesaurus to find the word you want. 
 
writing 
When you have started writing your first draft, try to write at least something every day.  
To avoid procrastination, set yourself a (low) minimum target (even 100 words a day is very useful). 
 
sense of audience 
Many writers talk about developing a sense of audience. This means being aware of who you are writing the essay for. It means 
knowing what they want and what they like to read. It can be useful to visualise this person reading and marking your work. It can 
be beneficial to know your marker and to know what they want from you. 
 
word limit 
You will usually be allowed 10% above or below the word limit set for you. 
If you are asked to write an essay without a word limit, set one yourself and agree it with the tutor. 
Use the word limit as a guide. Try not to write too much – it is easier to add information than to remove it. 
 
introductions and conclusions 
Write the introduction last, after you have finished your essay. 
It is the first thing that a marker will read and it needs to be well written – a good introduction will tell the reader: 

• that you have understood the focus of the question (not just the topic that the question relates to) 

• the contents of the essay in the order they appear – but without the clumsy constructions :”This essay will…then it will….” 
Do not repeat the question or title in the introduction. 
The conclusion can be written at any time during the essay production process – even at the start – but be prepared to change it 
if necessary (for example, if you find the evidence contradicts your beliefs or that your assumptions were simply wrong). 
 
deadline 
Set your own deadline – and aim to finish the first draft well before the hand in date set by your tutor. 
Leave as much time as possible between finishing your second draft and proofreading. 
Even if you are pushed for time – always set a deadline one day before the submission date. 


