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Writing essays at undergraduate level -

where do I begin?

Your first term at university can be a very confusing experience however there are
some things that you can do to make the experience smoother. The following tips are
designed to help you get started with essay writing and feel more confident moving
forward with academic writing.

Before the assignment…

Before you are even set an assignment there are things you can do that will make
your life easier later down the line and attendance is one of them. Attending
everything that is offered to you allows you have to have the greatest advantage
when the essay is set. The assignments set at university relate to what you cover in
lectures and seminars. By attending these lectures and seminars you are far more
likely to understand what the assignment is asking of you than if you have missed
sessions. Of course, being in a lecture doesn’t guarantee you are taking in what is
being said and so, it is important to be active in your seminars and lectures by taking
notes, engaging in discussions and asking questions. Not only will this help your
memory but your notes are also something you can consult when you begin writing
your essay.

The Essay Question…

Try not to underestimate how much information is contained in the essay question.
Analyse the question and highlight keywords and phrases – this will become the
essential, valuable and intrinsic foundation of your essay. Weave your question into
every paragraph that you write – end every paragraph and section with a brief
summary that directly mentions part of your question. Again, when making each
point, consider whether this is indeed relevant to the exact point raised by the
question. It is easy to fill pages with everything you know about the particular field –
however, this may be to your detriment, ensure the information and theory provided
is concise and pertains to the exact question that is being asked.

Reading…

Reading can be very tiresome and whilst many students prefer to keep reading to a
minimum where they can, it is completely unavoidable. It is highly recommended to
read around your topic before you begin to write your essay. This will help to inform
your own ideas and it will alert you to what has already been written and said within
the area, which can make the writing process a lot easier.

Finding your argument…

In each essay that you write you should have a clear argument and position that you
are trying to get across to the person reading your essay. Whilst it is critical to
display the key theories and information surrounding a topic, in order to prove that
you are familiar with the complexities surrounding debate, you are expected to form
your own beliefs informed by this knowledge. Before you start writing your essay try



to become as clear as you can as to what side of the debate you are or what you
think in regards to the topic.

Introductions…

The introduction is a vital part of writing that is often overlooked. This paragraph
should be a brief and concise ‘advertisement’ for your essay. You should precisely
state the assignment question/title, indicate the approach/key theories that you will
engage with, briefly mention the structure of the essay and state conclusions that
you will arrive at. An interesting point to remember is that when someone is reading
your essay, the writing is absorbed in the present moment. Therefore, instead of
using the phrase, ‘this essay will critically evaluate’, you may want to write, ‘this
essay critically analyses’.

Main Body…

Within the main body of your essay remember that the vital purpose of your work is
to logically demonstrate an argument – do not become enthralled by technical terms
and academic ‘jargon’ – this will not necessarily impress your reader, it may just
confuse them! However, this suggestion is not implying that you should altogether
avoid academic terms and phrases. It is essential that you use the discourse that is
familiar within your field – simply, provide a brief explanation to show that you
understand what terms/specialist words mean; this will also hugely benefit your
reader.

Conclusions…

Do not overlook your conclusion – this is an important place where you effectively
‘wrap up’ and tie the ‘loose ends’ of your argument. Remember to not bring up any
new points that you have not previously mentioned, just state the main points
considered and refer back to the question, in order to demonstrate that you have
fulfilled your academic writing purposes.

Structuring the essay…

A simple structure that you can use in your essays would be the PEEL method of
structuring. This stands for: point, evidence, explanation and link. What this means is
each paragraph should address what is the point you’ll be trying to convey in this
paragraph. You then back up this point with evidence in the form of information,
quotations or examples. Then, take this evidence further and explain what this
means or how you interpret the information as well as why it matters. Then you link it
back to the essay question and/or the next paragraph. This structure works by
making sure you remain on topic and creates a sense of flow in your writing.

Referencing…

Referencing serves multiple purposes including guiding your readers as to where
you have gathered your information from and what your ideas have been informed
by, gives your reader the chance to read further or check the information for
themselves and it avoids accusations of plagiarism from being directed at you. It is
important that within your writing you keep consistent and use the same referencing
style throughout the essay. Referencing can be a mix of direct quotation in which you
use the exact words of the source or paraphrased text in which you take the authors
ideas and place them into your own words whilst still acknowledging the source. You
will also be expected to keep a reference list at the end of your essay.


