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Essay Writing 
 
Introduction 
 
The introduction should be approximately 10% of the word count.  
It needs to 1) introduce the topic and 2) clearly state your argument (thesis 
statement) and indicate how you will go about arguing this.  
 

 Thesis statement: this is the argument that you are attempting to persuade your 
reader to accept; it is your individual interpretation of the text that your essay 
will defend by argumentation and literary analysis.  
 

o The topic (what you’re writing about) is distinct from your thesis 
statement (what you will attempt to argue or prove). 

o You should be able to summarise your thesis in a sentence or two (and a 
reader should easily be able to identify this in your introduction). 

o A thesis cannot be a statement of fact; if you think a reader could either 
easily agree or disagree with your thesis, you’ve probably set forth a 
statement of fact. 

o A thesis statement is more specific than “I will discuss Carter’s handling of 
gender”: what are you arguing about Carter’s text, and why? 

o Don’t make sweeping or ‘universal’ statements about human beings, 
about poetry, about life, about anything ‘through the ages’ as you’ll find 
you’re simplifying. 

o Your thesis statement should also give the reader a sense of your essay 
structure, i.e. 2-3 areas that you will focus on in order to address the 
argument you’ve set out. 

 
Much of this will only become clear once you have written the essay. Start with a 
provisional thesis so you have somewhere to begin from; at the end of the essay, 
you will need to return to the introduction and re-write it to ensure it correctly 
articulates your thesis and defines the scope of your essay. 
 
The body of the essay 

Good planning is essential to good essay writing. There should be a clear sense of 
the overall structure of the essay and logical links throughout the main points of the 
argument. You need to think about both the macro- and micro-structure of the essay 

Macro-structure: start by planning out the main points around which your argument 
is structured. You may wish to organise material thematically, chronologically, or in 
order of narrative progression. 

o Whichever you choose, there should be a sense of an overall argument 
developing throughout the essay; if you are addressing 3 key points, be 
sure that the connections between each point are clear. Don’t write 
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several mini-essays that separately address your thesis statement; draw 
out the links and continuities between each part. 

o Signposting your argument will help you to achieve this coherence and 
continuity: at the end of each major section, you should return to the 
thesis statement and make clear how the point you’ve just made 
develops your argument. This gives your reader a clear sense of the 
developing argument and makes clear to you why each part is relevant. 

Micro-structure: within each main section of the essay, the links between different 
ideas should also be clearly made between each paragraph. 

o Your argument should proceed in a logical progression from one thought 
to the next (don’t skip around back and forth between ideas). 

o Each paragraph should develop one point that relates clearly to the main 
idea, and everything in the paragraph should be relevant to that one 
coherent point. 

o A basic structure for a paragraph is: point (key sentence); evidence 
(textual material); analysis of the evidence that reiterates/ supports the 
main point. 

o The first sentence of each paragraph should clarify the one coherent 
point of that paragraph. 

o This should also provide a clear and explicit transition from the point of 
the preceding paragraph; each paragraph should logically flow on from 
the one before. 

o Each paragraph should also clearly contribute to the main idea of that 
section; if it doesn’t, question if the material is really relevant or 
necessary. 

Close Reading: this should form the basis of the essay and the ideas that you are 
presenting. 
 

o Allow plenty of space for close reading: every interpretative point that you 
make should be supported by the text. This will enable your own ideas to 
take precedence in the essay, and ensure that you focus and engage critically 
with the text. 

o Close readings should interpret or explicate the text (rather than summarise 
or translate it). Do not simply repeat what the text says in your own words: 
produce your own ideas about how the text creates meaning. 

o Your aim in close reading should be to show your reader how you read the 
passage you have quoted; and show how your reading supports the larger 
point of the paragraph. 

o Always analyse literature in the present tense: you are interpreting the text 
in the present and not summarising what happened in it; literature, although 
written in the past, is still happening as you read it. 
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Research and secondary resources: whilst this is very important, do stay focused on 
the themes and topics that are relevant to your question. Learning how to limit your 
research appropriately is part of learning how to write a good essay. 
 

o Background context is useful, but don’t let it detract from the important task 
of analysis. Biography is, on the whole, less useful for what you are trying to 
do here: be wary of trying to uncover “what the author was really thinking” 
and the idea of “authenticity”. 

o When using literary criticism, don’t just quote other critics but engage with 
what they are saying: interrogate, discuss, disagree. There is little point in 
littering an essay with critical quotations that are left standing to be taken as 
fact. Critical quotes are as open to interpretation as your primary material: 
make use of this! 

o If using a critic to support your own ideas, make sure that you assert why you 
agree. This shows that you understand the argument you are making, and 
also encourages you to make your own interpretations; don’t just repeat 
someone else’s opinion. 

o Don’t be afraid to disagree! Some of the best ideas and interpretations arise 
when you start challenging critical debates. Remember to support your own 
argument using the text and show that you understand the argument you’re 
making (i.e. don’t be argumentative for the sake of it!) 

 
Conclusion 
 
The conclusion should account for about 10% of the word count. The conclusion is 
not simply a “summing up” or an overview of the essay; neither should it offer any 
new information that radically alters the argument you have developed. 
 

o The conclusion should be the point where the main argument (your thesis 
statement) is most strongly asserted. Return to your thesis statement, which 
you should now be able to reiterate with the weight of your essay as support 
for this argument. 

o You can then work back out to some of the wider issues around your essay: 
literary critics often conclude articles by considering how their reading of a 
text enriches or complicates our understanding of a larger literary, social, 
historical, or cultural movement or our appreciation of the status of a 
significant issue in a particular cultural context. 

o You can also think about how your reading of a given text or group of texts 
pertains to some of the larger issues you have addressed during your course 
or in seminars. 

 
Referencing 
 
You should follow the MLA guidelines for referencing: you can find a brief reference 
guide at http://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/charlottemathieson and a longer guide here: 
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/writingprog/academicwriting/english/ 
 

http://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/charlottemathieson
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/writingprog/academicwriting/english/
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Final checklist 

Never hand in a first draft!  

You should always re-read your essay twice:  

 The first re-read is to check the sense and structure of the argument and 
ensure clarity in your writing:  

o Does the essay address the specific subject it sets out to analyse? 
o Does the essay interpret the text, and not simply paraphrase or 

summarise; 
o Does the essay fully develop the thesis it sets forth in the beginning? 

Do you need to change the initial thesis statement? 
o Is the essay structured effectively? Are links and progression clear? 

 

 The second reading is to proofread for grammatical and punctuation errors: 
o There is no excuse for poor grammar and punctuation. If you are 

having difficulty, consult a writing manual (see resources below); 
o Check spellings of names, characters, and that you have italicised 

book titles. 
o Check that all quotations and sources are correctly cited in-text 

according to MLA guidelines. Double-check quotations against the 
original source for accuracy.  

o Be aware of what counts as plagiarism, and remember that this is a 
very serious issue at university level. 

o Check that your bibliography is formatted according to MLA style, 
paying particular details such as punctuation, publication information, 
italicised titles of books, and alphabetical order of entries. 

o Keep to the word length- 10% over or under the word limit is fine, but 
longer or shorter essays will be penalised. 

 
Further Resources 
 
The following guides are recommended resources to help you with academic writing 
skills. 

Babington, D. and D. Le Pan. The Broadview Guide to Writing. 3rd edition. 
Peterborough: Broadview, 2006. 

Hacker, Diana. A Pocket Style Manual. Boston/ New York: Bedford St. Martin’s, 2004. 

Harvey, Gordon. Writing with Sources: A Guide for Students. Indiana: Hackett, 1998 

Mohr, Robert. How to Write: Tools for the Craft. Dublin: UCD Press, 1998.  


