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Analysing the title

When you first receive your submission title, take a top-down approach:
• How many words is it?
• Are there any special requirements (Formatting? Appendices? Abstract? CHECK THE GRADING 

RUBRIC!)

Next, analyse the title in terms of task, content, controlling ideas:
• Task is the question word- is it an analytical report? A discursive essay? A compare/ contrast- type 

essay?
• Content is the general idea
• Controlling idea is the focus

Consider the following question: “Critically evaluate, from a structural standpoint, the Burj 
Khalifa.”

• The task is clearly “critically analyse”, but what does this mean exactly?
• The content- the general idea- is the Burj Khalifa.
• The controlling idea- the focus- is the structural aspect.

This will inform your planning.
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Planning and Structure
• In our previous example, we now have sufficient information to begin planning our essay. 

Make sure you stay on topic! Let’s say we’ve checked the requirements, and we know it’s 
going to be 1500 words, with an abstract and a reference list. This usually means that 
1500 words starts at the introduction and ends at the conclusion- the abstract and 
references are usually not counted, but check this carefully!

• For 1500 words, if we assume that the introduction is going to be about 150 words (this 
is enough- it’s almost never longer than about 250, even for long assignments), and the 
conclusion will be longer- say 250 (it has more information than the introduction), then 
we know that the body sections need to be about 1100 words. Call it 1000 to 1200 
(there’s usually some flexibility in the word count, like +/- 10%).

• Forget about the introduction and conclusion for now- in our plan, we just need to 
remember to leave enough words to write them later.

• So, we have 1000-1200 words to write. How many main points do we want? Two would 
give us 5-600 words per main point, three would give us 350-400. How much detail do 
you want to include? You need to do some reading now.

• Let’s say we decided on three main points, after our reading- that’s three body sections. 

• We probably want two paragraphs per section- 175-200 words is a nice length for a 
paragraph. You can now make your plan, see the next slide:
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Planning and Structure
Section Main point/ sources Sub point/ sources

Introduction Background info, thesis, roadmap Smith 2019, Jones 2020

S1 BP1 Location/ Site Substrate (Musk, 2017; Gates, 2016)

S1 BP2 Zoning laws/ legislation (Schwarzenegger, 
2013; Stallone, 2019)

S2 BP1 Properties of concrete Reinforcement (Statham, 2021; Chan, 2013)

S2 BP2 Recycling (Thunberg, 2020; California EPA, 
2016)

S3 BP1 Properties of steel elements Strength in tension/ compression (Steele, 
2010; Ferrigno, 1984)

S3 BP2 Corrosion resistance/ safety (Rust, 2018; 
Danger, 2027)

Conclusion Restate thesis, summarise, make 
recommendations)

NO NEW SOURCES! (unless they support 
recommendations)
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Planning and Structure

• Note- it’s important to note down the sources as you read. Don’t just copy 
what the sources say into your plan- use your own words (this will help you 
to avoid plagiarism, or copying)

• The plan we saw above is a very simple version of what you would produce 
for your own essay- there’d be a lot more detail in yours- but it illustrates 
the point.

• This example plan is also for a very specific type of task, but the basic 
process is the same. Analyse the task, plan, read, improve your plan, start 
writing your body sections.

• For other types of task- more based on primary research for example, or a 
reflective task- there may not be so much emphasis on sources. A “typical” 
structure for a dissertation, conference paper, journal article etc. is on the 
next slide.
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Planning and Structure
Section Comment

Abstract Brief overview- like a mini conclusion. Not included in the word count.

Introduction As all intros- Background, thesis, roadmap. Can include rationale (reason for writing this/ doing 
the experiment).

Literature review Most (not all) of the citations are here.

Methodology (may 
incorporate rationale)

How you collected your data.

Findings What the results were- simple description, no need to explain why at this stage.

Discussion Analysis of the results- here, you do say why you think you got the results you did. Use tentative 
language (can may, might, possibly, probably etc.) as you can’t prove anything, it’s all hypothesis 
at this stage.

Conclusion As all conclusions- restate your thesis, then summarise, then repeat your stance/ give 
recommendations.

References Usually on a separate page. Nothing from here on is counted in the word count.

Image credits A separate list, like the reference list, but this time in numerical order (not alphabetical).

Appendices Any other pictures, files that you refer to in your body sections.
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The writing process

• We said in the previous slide- start to write your body sections. Don’t write the 
intro or conclusion just yet. Do these at the end.

• You write the conclusion last, for a very obvious reason- you can’t summarise
something you haven’t written yet. But- why can’t you write the introduction 
first?

• The answer is clear if you look at our plan. What does the introduction do? 
Background info, thesis, roadmap. 

• But- what does this mean? Background info is obvious- it’s a general background 
to your topic. Thesis means what you are setting out to do- “This essay will 
analyse the most important structural considerations in designing the Burj Khalifa 
and conclude that this was not a simple task.” Roadmap is the structure- “It will 
first discuss the location, then evaluate concrete as a suitable construction 
medium, and finally focus on the use of the steel elements used in the structure.”

• You can write the background info, you can write the roadmap (from your plan), 
but your stance might change as you read and write- so your thesis might change.
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Academic Style
• This is a complex area to master. You may want to look at Andy

Gillet’s excellent resource at http://www.uefap.com/writing/writfram.htm

• Click on the tab at the left that says “features”.

• Here are some common areas of concern: 
1. Personal pronouns (NEVER say “I”, “we”, “you” etc.

2. Balance of writer’s/ authors’ voice (you are the writer, your sources are the authors. 
Try for a 50:50 mix. If you have over 50%, your writing is subjective and therefore not 
academic; if there are too many sources, then you’re just summarising sources, and 
not analysing enough)

3. Colloquial language (slang/ informal language, such as “great”, brilliant”, “terrible” 
etc. Also avoid phrasal verbs (verb + preposition, e.g. “go out” vs “exit”)

• There’s a lot more, but for now- be careful of these features.
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Paraphrasing and avoiding plagiarism
• To paraphrase means to say the same thing in a different way. You should change two things: grammar/ 

structure, and vocab.

• Consider this phrase (taken from the Wikipedia article about corrosion- NOT an academic source!):

Rusting, the formation of iron oxides, is a well-known example of electrochemical corrosion. 

• We want to paraphrase it, then cite it to show it’s not our idea. 

• Let’s look at the vocab first. There are lots of words we can’t really change- that’s OK, we’ll change what 
we can. Well-known example can be changed. Formation can be changed. Corrosion, iron oxide, rust- we 
can’t really find synonyms for these, but we can change the forms. We also don’t really care about 
electrochemical either as we’re not writing about chemistry, but there may be synonyms for this.

• Now, the structure- we can move rust to end of the sentence, that’s quite easy. Let’s just do that for now, 
and change some forms:

When ferrous metals such as steel suffer corrosion resulting from chemical combination with oxygen, this 
forms rust (Wikipedia.org, ND).

• Note- the meaning is the same (or close enough for what we want to describe about the Burj Khalifa), 
some of the vocab has changed, and the sentence structure (grammar) has changed. This is an 
acceptable paraphrase.
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Source synthesis
• Remember what we said earlier about use of sources? There should be a balance of 50:50 

writer’s to authors’ voice, and the sources should inform what you’re saying. There’s a bit 
more to it than that though. You’re not simply describing what the sources say. You’re using it 
to form your own opinions. A good way to do this is to use concession-rebuttal:

Bush (2008) argues that saving the environment is the second priority after US economic 
growth. However, Gore (2012) reports that if the environment deteriorates beyond a certain 
extent, the US economy will suffer permanently. Therefore, it is apparent that taking remedial 
action on US environmental damage is an urgent priority. One way to mitigate this situation is….

• Notice the balance of writer’s: authors’ voices? If we had completed the …, it would be about 
50:50. “However” is a rebuttal marker.

• It is also possible to combine two sources to make your argument stronger:

It is stated by both Smith (2014) and Jones (2016) that….

• Look at the bold words- argues, reports, stated. These are reporting verbs. Which ones do you 
agree with? If something is an argument, it is not a fact. The writer probably disagrees. If 
something is reported or stated, it is generally a fact, and the writer probably agrees. If 
something is suggested or posited, it is tentative- we may need to see more evidence before 
we agree. Use of reporting verbs is a useful way to show your stance.
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Referencing and Citation

• There are many ways to reference- for Harvard style, you can look at online guides, such as 
the one at http://libguides.staffs.ac.uk/ld.php?content_id=9572296

• You can also use sites such as https://www.citethisforme.com.

• The easiest way however is to click the “ button below sources you find on Google Scholar-
this will give you the citation in most of the common formats, or the Endnote data if you’re 
using that.

• For in-text citations, there are two types- integral and non-integral. Integral means the 
citation is grammatically part of the sentence, non-integral means it isn’t. Think of the 
example on the previous slide: Bush (2008) argues that… This is an integral citation, as 
Bush is the subject of the verb. 

• We could also write: It has been argued that saving the environment is unimportant (Bush, 
2008). The sentence is grammatically accurate without the citation, so it is non-integral. 
This is Harvard style but other styles are similar.

• Using integral citations is more sophisticated, as you can- as mentioned on the previous 
slide- use the reporting verb to show your stance.

• Whenever you use information that is not your own idea, YOU MUST CITE. If you do not, 
you are guilty of plagiarism, which is serious academic misconduct.
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Recap

There is a LOT more to writing academic essays and assignments than 
what is contained in these slides, but they should give you the basic 
idea. Please take the time to look through the resources linked here-
particularly Gillet (Uefap) as this will be useful to you not only in your 
current assignments, but also in your future academic careers.

Good luck!
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