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1 THE ESSAY AS A FORM OF ASSESSMENT 

 

As a student in the Business School, your skills and knowledge are assessed through a very 

wide range of assignment types. Much of your assessment will be in the form of reports, 

presentations and exams, and sometimes in a group rather than as an individual. If your 

academic journey so far hasn’t equipped you with the necessary skills or practice, it’s not 

unusual to feel a little apprehensive when faced with your first essay-based assignment.   

This guide will show you that many of the skills you’ve acquired already can be put to good use 

in writing an essay. It will help you to understand the conventions of essay writing, and show 

you that the process of essay writing develops analytical skills that are highly transferable into 

working life. You’ll also learn about the common mistakes made by students that lower their 

overall marks, and about the ways to achieve the highest marks.    

There are lots of places to look for guidance on essay writing, including useful online resources 

on ELE that take you through the basic steps involved in planning and writing your essays, as 

well as how to reference correctly (look for them under ‘Undergraduate Skills’ within the Student 

Resources section). The ‘X-Celerate’ module aims to equip you with the basic skills required to 

write good essays, and will point you in the right direction to find further resources that you can 

return to during your studies. 

This guide has been informed by readings of actual undergraduate essays in the Business 

School. The advice it offers should help you to: 

 

• avoid the common pitfalls made by those studying business and management,  

 

• become more aware of the marking criteria against which your work will be assessed, 

 

• and maximise your chances of achieving the highest grades. 

 

It will take you through the stages of researching, planning and writing an essay and guide you 

to other places to find help, but it won’t replicate the main way you can improve your work: 

practice. With every essay that you write, you will become more familiar with the process. You 

should find that your ability to read both analytically and critically will improve, and this in itself 

will make the writing of your essays much easier.    
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2 RESEARCHING FOR YOUR ESSAY 

 

2.1 Before you start 
 

An essay differs from other types of written assignments in requiring you construct an argument. 

In doing so, you’ll need to assess and weigh up evidence before reaching a conclusion that 

demonstrates your thorough understanding of the subject area under discussion.    

Depending on your academic history and interests, the skills involved can seem daunting, but 

many are transferable from other work you’ll be more familiar with. Researching the topic of an 

essay requires the same selective reading that you’ll have been asked to do for other written 

work; what differentiates it is the need to remain particularly focused on a specific question and 

to maintain a critical awareness throughout your reading that allows you to develop a convincing 

argument.    

To achieve the highest marks, you need to demonstrate not only that you understand a topic 

and have read widely to reach this understanding, but also that you can form your own ideas 

based on the source material, apply critical theories, and draw valid conclusions that directly 

address the title of the assignment. In order to do this you need to approach your work with a 

heightened awareness of exactly what your question is, of how it sits within the wider topic area, 

and of the marking criteria your tutor will be marking against. Therefore, you shouldn’t start 

planning your essay until you can answer ‘yes’ to these three questions: 

1. Are you absolutely sure that you understand exactly what the question or title means? 

2. Have you read through the recommended reading, and sought out further sources? 

3. Do you understand the criteria by which your essay will be marked? 

The sections that follow examine each of these questions in turn. 

 

2.2 Examining the question 
 

Your first job is to make sure that you understand fully the question or title of your essay. Look 

up any unfamiliar terms and make notes on them. Write down what you might expect your 

conclusions to be, and the kinds of things you might want to look for in your preparatory 

reading. This isn’t to say that you should know exactly how your argument will progress, but it is 

useful to have an idea about the general direction of the essay. Common sense, together with 

your general knowledge of the discipline, goes a long way in guiding you towards a sensible 

approach to the question. If you find yourself getting overwhelmed during your more detailed 

research for the essay, keep going back to these notes to help you see your way through the 

different viewpoints in your readings. 

There are certain words that commonly appear in essay questions. Verbs such as discuss, 

evaluate, assess, explore and analyse ALL require you to approach the topic critically, 

presenting arguments for and against something, supporting your views with evidence, and 

reaching a carefully considered conclusion. Other words such as explain, describe, outline, 

review, and define may seem to call for a more straightforward, descriptive approach, but to 
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achieve the highest marks you will still need to demonstrate your ability to engage in critical 

analysis of the topic and its literature.  

If the essay title you’ve been given doesn’t take the form of a question, it can sometimes help to 

reframe it in your essay plan to help steer you towards an approach that encourages you to 

meet the criteria for a higher mark. For example, look at an essay title such as:  

‘Explain the role of the IMF within the world economy’  

You could approach this essay with the following question in mind:  

‘Is the role of the IMF important in the world economy?’  

The first version might lead to a more descriptive essay, whereas the second encourages a 

more analytical and critical approach. You would still need to explain the role of the IMF as part 

of the answer, but turning the title into a question will encourage you to look for evidence of its 

importance or otherwise while researching your essay. This makes it easier to construct an 

argument that steers you towards meeting the criteria for a higher mark. 

Most importantly, paying attention to the essay question should continue throughout your 

research for, and writing of, the assignment. Keep turning back to it to make sure you’re staying 

focused, make explicit reference to it throughout your essay, and make sure your conclusion 

addresses it directly.  

 

2.3 Doing the reading and making notes 
 

Every lecture, seminar, piece of reading and discussion that you’ve experienced so far in your 

degree programme (and possibly elsewhere) will form the background to your research for the 

assignment. It may sound obvious, but sometimes when reading for an essay it’s easy to 

become so immersed in the specific area you’re addressing that you can forget to contextualise 

your thoughts. Step back from every article or book you read and try to see how it fits into the 

‘big picture’ of your studies. Your tutor may have given you a list of recommended reading, so 

make good use of this. When you look for further reading, make sure it’s both relevant and 

reliable.  

You should be particularly cautious about material you find on the internet that isn’t accessed 

through reliable portals such as the university library website. Most published academic 

research (in, for example, books and journal articles) is peer-reviewed. This means that it has 

been read and recommended for publication by experts. Even though it may still be 

controversial, or present a particular viewpoint, it has been accepted as worthy of contributing to 

the body of literature in the subject area. This is not always true for web-based sources.  

Anyone can publish something on the internet, which makes it far more difficult for you to be 

sure whether something is a reliable source of information. This doesn’t mean that you can’t 

refer to it in your work, but you should make it clear that you are aware of its potential 

unreliability or bias. Indeed, demonstrating an awareness of the quality and limitations of your 

source material is one of the characteristics of a First Class essay: ‘consistent analysis and 

evaluation of sources’ and ‘clear awareness of the limitations of the knowledge base’ (Generic 
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University Assessment Criteria). For further guidance on evaluating the reliability of sources, 

see the Strategies for Reading resource on ELE. 

Once you’ve identified the sources that you’ll draw upon in writing your essay, you’ll need to use 

them in a more focused way to gather the information that you’ll be interpreting and analysing in 

order to construct your argument and reach your conclusions. At this point you’ll need to decide 

on a method of note-making that suits both you and the requirements of the assignment. You 

should make notes on all that you read (not forgetting to include page references) but ALWAYS 

with the title of the essay at the front of your mind. Be selective in choosing your evidence and 

the text that you’d like to quote, and aim to demonstrate the breadth of your reading through 

more than a long list of references.  

Finding information and ideas that relate to the subject of your essay is a good first step, but 

you will also need to evaluate these against wider issues, and balance viewpoints against each 

other. Remember you don’t need to agree with everything you read. If you read widely enough, 

you will find writers who present contradictory positions, and indeed who critique each other’s 

work. To gain the highest grades for your essay you need to draw attention to alternative 

viewpoints, so don’t dismiss an article if it doesn’t support the argument you wish to put forward.  

As you will see in the criteria against which your work will be marked (see Section 2.4 of this 

Guide), your tutor will be looking for evidence of analysis and synthesis: together, these are 

often described as critical thinking skills.  

Being critical in academic work doesn’t mean finding faults and taking a negative view about 

something. A critical approach means that you only draw conclusions after considering, in a 

balanced, unbiased manner, all possible approaches to a topic or question. Approaching 

sources critically means that as well as evaluating their reliability, you also constantly ask 

yourself whether the information, evidence and arguments they present are convincing, and 

why. You also need to look out for inherent biases (what is an author intentionally or 

unintentionally focusing on, or failing to consider?), as well as contrasting and comparing 

different sources against each other.   

When reading company annual reports, for instance, think about who they were written by and 

for. Can you trust all of the information they contain? Are there any obvious biases? What 

impression of the company are the writers hoping to convey? Can you ‘read between the lines’? 

How does one annual report compare with others? 

This critical awareness will equip you to put forward effective arguments and to draw 

conclusions that demonstrate the advanced analytical skills that gain the highest marks. You 

can find more detailed help on reading strategies and note-making within the ‘Undergraduate 

Skills Resources’ on ELE and in some of the further reading at the end of this Guide.  

Being selective, and judiciously choosing which readings to draw upon to best answer the essay 

question, will show your tutor that you understand both the texts and the aims of the assignment 

much better than summarising all of the material in a reading list. The skills you gain in learning 

to do this effectively will improve your employability. Good strategic thinking rests on the ability 

to quickly and efficiently gain a thorough understanding of a subject area, to work out what’s 

most important and relevant, and to come to a decision that is based on reliable evidence.  
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If you approach each book, article or report critically, you will be much better equipped to write 

an essay that shows a mature, well-informed understanding of the subject area. Likewise, once 

in employment you will be expected to demonstrate a critical awareness that facilitates bold,  

innovative and effective decision-making.  

 

2.4 Understanding the marking criteria 
 

Familiarising yourself with marking criteria should inform every stage of your essay writing and 

encourage you to aim high. Although achieving the highest marks is never easy for even the 

most able students, knowing what your work is being judged on should help to demystify the 

process. 

Your tutors will be able to explain the marking criteria against which your essay will be 

assessed, and may provide a list of what they’ll be looking for in your assignment. As well as 

demonstrating your achievement of the intended learning outcomes (ILOs) of the module, your 

work should serve as evidence of your academic skills more generally. The university provides 

generic assessment criteria that outline the characteristics of work across the whole range of 

possible grades. Figure 1. reproduces the criteria for grades that lead to the award of an 

undergraduate degree with honours. Remember that these criteria apply across the whole 

range of disciplines so are simply a guide to the types of knowledge and skills required for each 

grade.  

As discussed in Section 2.3, to gain the highest grades you need to demonstrate not only an 

excellent knowledge and understanding of the main theories and concepts under discussion in 

your essay, but also to maintain an awareness of the limitations of the information available to 

you. You need to show that you’re able to evaluate the reliability, validity and significance of 

your evidence; in other words, you need to demonstrate a critical approach throughout your 

work. Your analysis needs to be logical and persuasive, and to show an awareness of the 

potential for contradictions in your evidence and findings. You may also need to apply a theory 

to a new context. There is no magic formula for meeting particular elements of the criteria, and 

thereby gaining a certain grade on your assignment. It is up to you to interpret the criteria to suit 

the work you are undertaking, and to have a thorough knowledge of the intended learning 

outcomes for each module.  

Too heavy a reliance on quoting and paraphrasing, poor structure, and a lack of logical 

progression through the assignment will indicate to your tutor that you haven’t fully understood 

the source material or formulated a persuasive argument.  

The route to a good grade is not about ticking boxes: it is much more about giving yourself 

enough time for careful preparation and research, leading to a confidence with the subject 

matter that will be evident to your tutor when reading your work.  
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Assessment 
categories 

0-25 (Fail)  26-39 (Fail)  40-49 (3rd)  50-59 (2.2)  60-69 (2.1)  70-85 (1st)  86-100 (1st)  

Knowledge & 
Understanding of 
Subject  

Major gaps in 
knowledge and 
understanding of 
material at this 
level. Substantial 
inaccuracies.  

Gaps in knowledge, 
with only superficial 
understanding. 
Some significant 
inaccuracies.  

Threshold level. 
Understanding of 
key aspects of 
field of study; 
coherent 
knowledge, at 
least in part 
informed by 
current research 
in the subject 
discipline.  

Systematic 
understanding of 
field(s) of study, 
as indicated by 
relevant QAA 
subject 
benchmark 
statements for the 
degree 
programme.  

Good 
understanding of 
the field(s) of study; 
coherent 
knowledge, in line 
with subject 
benchmark, at least 
in part informed by 
current research in 
the subject 
discipline.  

Excellent knowledge 
and understanding of 
the main concepts 
and key theories/ 
concepts of the 
discipline(s). Clear 
awareness of the 
limitations of the 
knowledge base.  

Highly detailed 
knowledge and 
understanding of the 
main 
theories/concepts of 
the discipline(s), and 
an awareness of the 
ambiguities and 
limitations of 
knowledge.  

Cognitive/  
Intellectual Skills  
(e.g. analysis and 
synthesis; logic and 
argument; analytical 
reflection; 
organisation and 
communication of 
ideas and evidence)  

Unsubstantiated 
generalizations, 
made without use 
of any credible 
evidence. Lack of 
logic, leading to 
unsupportable/ 
missing 
conclusions. Lack 
of any attempt to 
analyse, 
synthesise or 
evaluate. Poor 
communication of 
ideas.  

Some evidence of 
analytical 
intellectual skills, 
but for the most part 
descriptive. 
Ideas/findings 
sometimes illogical 
and contradictory. 
Generalized 
statements made 
with scant evidence. 
Conclusions lack 
relevance.  

Threshold level. 
Evidence of some 
logical, analytical 
thinking and some 
attempts to 
synthesise, albeit 
with some 
weaknesses.  
Some evidence to 
support findings/ 
views, but 
evidence not 
consistently 
interpreted.  
Some relevant 
conclusions  

Evidence of some 
logical, analytical 
thinking and 
synthesis. Can 
analyse new 
and/or abstract 
data and 
situations without 
guidance.  
An emerging 
awareness of 
different stances 
and ability to use 
evidence to 
support the 
argument.  
Valid conclusions  

Sound, logical, 
analytical thinking; 
synthesis and 
evaluation. Ability to 
devise and sustain 
persuasive 
arguments, and to 
review the reliability, 
validity & 
significance of 
evidence. Ability to 
communicate ideas 
and evidence 
accurately and 
convincingly.  
Sound, convincing 
conclusions.  

Thoroughly logical 
work, supported by 
judiciously selected 
and evaluated 
evidence. High quality 
analysis, developed 
independently or 
through effective 
collaboration.  
Ability to investigate 
contradictory 
information and 
identify reasons for 
contradictions.  
Strong conclusions.  

Exceptional work; 
judiciously selected 
and evaluated 
evidence. Very high 
quality analysis, 
developed 
independently or 
through effective 
collaboration.  
Ability to investigate 
contradictory 
information and 
identify reasons for 
contradictions.  
Highly persuasive 
conclusions.  

Use of  
Research-informed 
Literature  
(including 
referencing, 
appropriate academic 
conventions and 
academic honesty)  

Little evidence of 
reading.  
Views and 
findings 
unsupported and 
non-authoritative.  
Academic 
conventions 
largely ignored.  

Evidence of little 
reading and/or of 
reliance on 
inappropriate 
sources, and/or 
indiscriminate use 
of sources.  
Academic 
conventions used 
inconsistently.  

Threshold level. 
References to a 
range of relevant 
sources. Some 
omissions and 
minor errors.  
Academic 
conventions 
evident and 
largely consistent, 
with minor lapses.  

Knowledge, 
analysis and 
evaluation of a 
range of research-
informed 
literature, 
including sources 
retrieved, 
analysed 
independently. 
Academic skills 
consistently 
applied.  

Knowledge, 
analysis and 
evaluation of a 
range of research-
informed literature, 
including sources 
retrieved, analysed 
independently with 
accuracy and 
assurance. Good 
academic skills, 
consistently applied.  

Excellent knowledge 
of research informed 
literature embedded 
in the work. 
Consistent analysis 
and evaluation of 
sources. High-level 
academic skills 
consistently applied.  

Outstanding 
knowledge of 
research-informed 
literature embedded 
in the work. 
Consistent analysis 
and evaluation of 
sources. High-level 
academic skills 
consistently and 
professionally 
applied.  

Figure 1. Generic University Marking Criteria (Bachelor’s Degree with Honours). Extracted from 

http://admin.exeter.ac.uk/academic/tls/tqa/Part%208/8T%20Generic%20Assessment%20Criteria.pdf 
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3 PLANNING YOUR ESSAY 

 

3.1 The essay plan 

Every assignment will call for a slightly different approach. Most will require you to survey and 

analyse published research on a topic, but the exact question and specified learning outcomes 

for a piece of work will tell you more about what the tutor expects. Sometimes it’s important to 

be objective throughout, while at other times you will be asked to take a more discursive, 

reflective approach and provide a more personal response to a question. If you’re not sure 

what’s required, always ask your tutor.  

Once you’re clear about what’s being asked of you, and you have made a good start with 

reading the relevant literature, you’re ready to begin planning the structure of your essay. An 

essay plan can evolve throughout your research, so don’t wait until you’re ready to start writing 

before trying to outline your argument. You will probably find that you need to return many times 

to the articles and books that you consult as part of your research, even if you make detailed 

notes on your initial reading. If you are clear from the beginning about how to organise the 

information and argument you want to present, you are more likely to end up with a coherent 

essay. 

As soon as you have an idea of how you’d like to approach the question, try to map out the 

main parts of your essay, and then look for ways to improve the structure and flow of your 

argument. This might include making sure you take into account all views on a subject and that 

you have enough good examples to draw upon, or finding better links between different parts of 

your assignment. There should be logical and clear progression in your essay from each 

paragraph to the next. 

Done well, a plan makes the actual writing of your essay much easier. By the time you sit down 

to write, you should have in front of you an outline of your argument and a summary of the 

evidence you will use to present that argument, including specific case studies and examples 

that you want to reference. You might also have particular quotes that you want to include, 

along with tables, diagrams or images. Sometimes the process of writing helps you to formulate 

a logical argument, so it’s not a problem if you can’t always envisage exactly how all the parts of 

your essay will fit together. Similarly, as your essay progresses you might want to keep 

returning to your sources for more information or examples, and new ideas may occur to you, so 

don’t feel that you have to stick rigidly to your plan.    

 

3.2 The argument 

A defining feature of an essay (as opposed to a report or survey) is that it usually has an 

argument. This is what makes your essay unique to you. Your argument is the position you take 

in response to the title of the essay, and it should be your focus throughout to convince the 

reader of the validity of this position. Your work may involve taking alternative viewpoints into 

account, weighing up evidence, and possibly surveying current research in an area, but at no 

point should you lose sight of how any of this relates to your argument.  
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Staying focused on an argument forces you to ensure that your writing is always logical, 

relevant and analytical. The rhetorical skills involved are similar to those you may have used in 

formal presentations or debates in other areas of your degree, but in an essay you have greater 

opportunity to back your arguments up with documented evidence.  

 

 

4 WRITING YOUR ESSAY 
 

4.1 The introduction 

The start of your essay is the place to contextualise your work. You could do this by explaining 

how the topic or question you are approaching sits within the framework of the subject area as a 

whole, and by saying something about why it is worth exploring. This is also your first 

opportunity to grab the attention of your reader; if you have come across a particularly 

interesting fact or quotation in the course of your research, you could use it here (but make sure 

it’s relevant!). However, always avoid sweeping generalisations. Beware of unsubstantiated 

overstatement, unqualified exaggeration, and making statements that can’t be backed up by 

specific evidence.  

Here are some examples of the kinds of statements to avoid, taken from recent essays by 

students in the Business School: 

‘With the world becoming increasingly complex and uncertain’ 

‘Fears of climate changes and drive for sustainability is the current motivation for society’    

‘Generation Y is the new breed of employees … they are educated and prosperous’ 

These statements were all written without further qualification, presented as ‘universal truths’ to 

be accepted unquestioningly by the reader. They are, however, so contentious that they could 

in fact form the basis of a whole essay.   

Use your introduction to assure your tutor that you are confident about directly addressing the 

title of the essay and can contextualise your work. Outline the structure of your essay very 

briefly, but don’t give too much away. You want to engage the reader’s interest, so don’t tell 

them your conclusions on the first page!   

 

4.2 Defining key concepts 

Once you’ve established how you’ll approach the question, if appropriate to the assignment you 

may find it useful to define some of the key concepts under discussion, but keep this section as 

brief as possible. You should try to maintain a critical awareness of how the concepts are 

defined by others, or of how they have evolved over time. Don’t be tempted to quote dictionary 

definitions of words or phrases, but rather relate in your own words how the terms you’ll be 

using are to be interpreted within the context of your essay. Many students lose marks in their 

essays by relying too heavily on quotations to do the work for them. This does nothing to show 

your tutor that you understand a concept and its relevance within your work.   
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4.3 Presenting evidence 

A common problem with undergraduate essays is the indiscriminate use of evidence. If a 

question calls for an evaluation of a concept, you should not simply summarise the contents of 

books and articles about that concept. You need to include analysis of how these secondary 

works relate to each other, and how the viewpoints they present sit within the framework of your 

essay’s argument. This calls for you to be selective in your choice of evidence. 

You don’t need to be exhaustive and write about every detail of a topic. You will gain the highest 

marks by showing that you can select the most relevant facts, opinion and arguments put 

forward in the vast amount of academic research available to you, and to show how they all 

relate to your essay title and help you come to a coherent and valid conclusion.  

You should have identified the threads of your argument in the planning stage, so remain 

focused on these and use signposting language to guide your reader through your essay. If you 

are presenting conflicting viewpoints, use words and phrases such as however, on the other 

hand or nevertheless to make it absolutely clear to the reader that you recognise the shift in 

perspective. Likewise, if you are pointing out similarities between sources, use vocabulary like 

equally or similarly rather than also. You should also try to make links between sections of your 

essay using words and phrases such as hence, therefore, consequently and thus. This will force 

you to maintain your argument throughout the essay, ensuring each part links logically to the 

next.       

 

4.4 Using sources 

You should use a range of sources when researching your essay, including books, articles in 

journals, newspapers, online-only publications such as blogs, or your own lecture notes. Some 

of these will be things your tutor has directed you to and others those you find yourself. Remain 

aware throughout of potential bias in your source material: consider when the book or article 

was written, for example, and whether its findings have been contested by other researchers 

since it was published.  

Give yourself enough time to read articles or chapters of a book in their entirety. It’s tempting to 

pick out just those sections that seem to pertain specifically to your essay question, and in some 

circumstances it might be appropriate or necessary to go directly to a paragraph or two. 

However, there is a danger in taking comments or evidence out of context, and you will gain 

enormously from gathering a wider knowledge of the topic under consideration. Without this 

context you are unlikely to be able to construct convincing arguments, or to accurately assess 

the significance or relevance of your evidence.  

Remember that you don’t need to agree with everything you read, and that a critical approach 

will gain you the highest marks. Make a distinction between general facts and information (such 

as dates, details about the formation of companies or organisations, or reliable data available 

from trusted sources) and opinion or theory, and use quotes judiciously. Undisputed information 

(sometimes called universal, or common, knowledge) rarely needs to take the form of 

quotations in your text and is more often than not best conveyed in your own words (and if truly 

‘common knowledge’ will not require a citation).  
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4.5 Quoting, paraphrasing and summarising 

There are several ways in which you can draw upon and cite your source material in your 

essay. In each instance you need to take great care to make a clear distinction between your 

own ideas and analysis, and that which you’ve drawn from elsewhere. Depending on the exact 

context, you have the choice of: 

• Directly quoting 

• Paraphrasing or summarising (including use of ideas, concepts, theories or data of 

another person) 

• Reproducing graphical information 

All require an in-text citation as described in Section 5.3 of this Guide. 

Direct quotations are best saved for the opinion and theory of others. In general, you should 

aim to use direct quotations only when they are: 

• succinct, 

• directly relevant to the content of your paragraph, and 

• uniquely expressing the viewpoint of its author.  

Unless there is good reason not to, it is usually better to paraphrase or summarise a point 

made by an author, as it can demonstrate that you have understood the source rather than 

simply noted its existence. You will always gain higher marks by interpreting the ideas of others 

and showing that you understand them, and by contextualising them within the argument of 

your essay. Simply quoting is not enough – you need to demonstrate that you understand both 

what the quote means, and its relevance. 

Paraphrasing involves explaining and clarifying a section of a source in a way that 

demonstrates your thorough understanding of it. The resulting text may even be longer than the 

original. Students often think that paraphrasing involves merely changing a few words or 

rearranging the sentence structure. This in itself does nothing to convince your tutor that you 

have understood the original text, and indeed you may even find yourself misrepresenting the 

material under discussion. Unless great care is taken with referencing, you may even find 

yourself open to accusations of plagiarism. Good paraphrasing involves developing an 

understanding of the original text that allows you to explain its meaning or argument in entirely 

your own words. Done well, it goes a long way to gaining you the highest grades. It is therefore 

worth spending some time learning, practising and refining your paraphrasing skills.  

Summarising is different from paraphrasing in that it requires you to reduce a section of text to 

its main points, rather than simply expressing its content in a different way. It is a very good way 

of showing that you have understood the main points and views expressed in a source. Again, it 

takes some practice to do well, but it’s worth persevering. A recommended general approach is 

to make notes on key points while reading a text, and then to write a summary from these notes 

without reference to the original. The aim here is not for detail but for a general, consise outline.  

Simply rewriting the work of others is, however, not sufficient to gain a good grade; you need to 

integrate other people’s ideas into your own argument. In drawing on the ideas, concepts, or 

theories of another person you might not directly quote, paraphrase or summarise something 
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that you’ve read, but rather use that material to prompt your own analysis. This is an excellent 

approach, but you still need to ensure that you acknowledge your sources with in-text citations 

and their associated references. For instance, you might use a particular analytical model to 

explore a scenario: while your analysis itself might be original, you remain indebted to another 

person for the model and so will need a citation. 

Likewise, you might extract data from a source to demonstrate knowledge, build arguments, or 

draw conclusions in your essay. Even if you don’t replicate the data as a graphic in your 

assignment, it is still important for you to include an in-text citation.     

Remember that too heavy a reliance on quoting, paraphrasing and summarising indicates that 

you may lack an overall understanding of the subject of your essay. Use your sources wisely as 

pieces of evidence that support or challenge your central argument. Don’t rely on them to do all 

the work for you. As a guide, you should aim to quote sparingly, paraphrase occasionally, and 

summarise often.    

 

 

4.6 The conclusion 

Before writing the conclusion of your essay it’s often useful to put all your sources to one side 

and read through your whole essay so far. As well as checking for yourself that it’s coherent and 

well-structured, it should also prompt you into synthesising the evidence you’ve presented and 

analysed throughout the essay. You should then be in a position to draw the threads of your 

argument together and to form a conclusion that directly responds to the title of the assignment.  

As with the main body of the essay, aim for clarity, be specific and don’t generalise. Don’t 

suddenly bring in new evidence in your concluding paragraphs, or try to cram in ideas that you 

haven’t had the time or space to develop more fully in the essay. This is the place, instead, to 

pull your evidence together and demonstrate that you’ve not only fully understood and 

addressed the essay title, but also that you’re able to make an informed judgement as a 

consequence of your analysis. There is rarely a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ position to take in response to 

an essay question.         
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5 PRESENTATION, STYLE AND REFERENCING 
  

5.1 Presentation 

Even expertly written and researched essays may be marked down if they are not well 

presented. Some marking criteria will even specifiy the extent to which presentation will 

contribute to your grade. This doesn’t mean that you’re expected to spend time sourcing 

sophisticated graphics, or trying to make your essay look like a professionally published piece of 

work (unless the assignment specifically asks for this). In relation to essay writing, good 

presentation might be defined as that which foregrounds the content of your work by being low-

key and stylistically unobtrusive.  

As a general guide: 

• Don’t include your name anywhere on the document that you submit (this includes 

headers or footers throughout the document as well as the title page). Most coursework 

is marked anonymously. 

 

• Always write the question at the beginning of the essay. 

 

• Number your pages.  

 

• Use the same clear, easily readable font throughout (unless you have good reason not 

to). It is especially important to check this if you copy and paste any text into your work 

(such as quotations or references). For the main text, choose a font size of 11pt or 12pt.   

 

• Use 1.5 line-spacing (it makes it easier for your tutor to write comments on your work if 

printed out).  

 

• Use ‘normal’ margins: not too large, not too small. 

 

• If including figures or other graphics, always label them and provide a reference to your 

source.  

Good presentation doesn’t guarantee you a high mark, but without it you are stacking the case 

against yourself. This is the easiest bit of essay writing to get right – don’t get it wrong!    

 

5.2 Some notes on language and style 

Academic writing is characterised by certain words and phrases that maintain objectivity and 

help to focus both the writer and reader on a balanced approach to the topic. These include 

adverbs or conjunctions that allow you to contrast one piece of information with another (such 

as ‘nevertheless’, ‘conversely’, and ‘although’), along with verbs such as ‘suggest’, ‘indicate’ and 

‘appear’ that convey tentativeness and show that you’re remaining open-minded about your 

possible conclusions. You might find it useful to have a look at Manchester University’s 

‘Academic Phrasebank’ (http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/) for more examples of 
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vocabulary and phrases that help you to find a style that best suits the assignment and your 

argument.  

Sometimes students are advised to avoid using personal pronouns (I/me/you/we/us) in their 

work in order to demonstrate objectivity. Similarly, it is usually recommended that you use the 

passive rather than active voice throughout your essay. This draws attention to the action you 

are describing rather than the person performing the action, and contributes to the objective and 

unbiased style and tone of your work.  

For example:  

• We interviewed several employees and made notes on their views. ACTIVE 

• Several employees were interviewed and notes were made on their views. PASSIVE 

This impersonal style is nearly always appropriate in essay writing, but there may be instances 

where your assignment specifically asks you for your personal reflections. If in doubt, ask your 

tutor what he or she expects.  

Your essay should be written in prose, which means that you need to use proper sentences and 

paragraphs, with careful use of punctuation that contributes to the clarity and precision of your 

writing and avoids ambiguity. If you’re not confident about matters of grammar and style, you 

might find it useful to look at some of the very good writing resources that are available online 

(those at Purdue University and Massey University are particularly useful: see the list of further 

reading at the end of this Guide). For general advice about developing a clear, precise writing 

style and avoiding common grammatical mistakes, look at Plain English (Collinson et al., 2001) 

or Mind the Gaffe (Trask, 2002).  

Even confident writers can get caught out over simple grammatical rules: below are four of the 

most common mistakes made in student work. Check that you understand the correct usages 

and don’t get caught out! 

   

 

• its /it’s 

it’s = it is (the apostrophe stands for a missing letter, as in don’t = do not, who’s = who is, 

you’re = you are, and they’re = they are) 

its = of it (i.e. it is a possessive pronoun showing that what you refer to ‘belongs to’ 

something or somebody) 

e.g.  It’s cold outside. 

  The theory has its own merits. 

The reason people often get this wrong is, of course, that a possessive noun usually 

does require an apostrophe before the ‘s’ (e.g. the student’s essay, Ben’s pen, and so 

on). This is an oddity, and you just need to learn it.  
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The simple way to know if you’ve got it right is to see if you can substitute ‘it is’ where you 

have written its or it’s. If you can, you can use it’s, and if not, use its. A similar check 

can be used with words like who’s/whose (who is/whose) and you’re/your (you are/your). 

 

• Use of the semi-colon 

The semi-colon is not a comma. This may sound obvious, but the most common misuse 

of the semi-colon involves using it where a comma should be placed instead. A semi-

colon does something different; like a comma it separates clauses of a sentence, but the 

part of the sentence that follows it must be able to stand alone as a sentence in its own 

right.  

Whatever follows a semi-colon should relate to, and take further, what is said in the first 

part of the sentence, but you should be able to replace the semi-colon with a full stop and 

be left with two grammatically correct sentences.  

Don’t use a semi-colon to introduce a list (that’s the job of a colon), or to separate items 

in a list, unless commas appear within items. For example, in your in-text citations you 

may use a semi-colon to separate different works in embedded references (Bloggs, 

2012, p. 12; Jones, 2001, p. 14; Smith, 1995, p. 66). 

 

• their / there / they’re 

Often confused, these words all have very different uses, as shown in this example:  

Their essay is over there, and they’re very happy with it. 

Always check your work to make sure you’ve followed correct usage of each.  

 

• possessive / plural ‘s’ after an acronym or date 

You will know already that an apostrophe is needed before an ‘s’ when it denotes 

possession (‘the essay’s argument’, i.e. the argument belonging to the essay), but not 

required when the ‘s’ indicates a plural noun (‘lots of essays’). Make sure that you follow 

this rule when an acronym or date is involved:  

1990s (not 1990’s) 

MNEs (not MNE’s) 
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5.3 Referencing and avoiding plagiarism 

 

Good referencing skills are important because they: 

 

• Make it possible for your tutor to locate the source of your information, ideas and 

arguments, and to check evidence quickly and easily. 

 

• Allow you to demonstrate the breadth and depth of your research on a topic, giving 

credibility and authority to your work. 

 

• Make it easy for readers to differentiate your own ideas from those of others. 

 

• Help you to avoid accusations of plagiarism (the unacknowledged use of other people’s 

work). 

 

• Help you to gain higher marks for your work. 

 

Above all, good referencing skills give your own work integrity, and allow you to keep track of 

your own learning (important when revising and revisiting a topic). Plagiarism is taken very 

seriously by the university and there are strict rules about how you show which parts of your 

work are your own ideas, and which are taken from the work of others. It is important that you 

read the guidance that is available from the university and within the Business School to ensure 

that you follow these rules. Even inadvertent and unintentional plagiarism has severe penalties, 

so take the time to learn the correct method of referencing. Your degree could be in jeopardy if 

you don’t. 

The referencing style used in the Business School is the APA (6th ed.) style. This requires you 

to embed short in-text citations in the text of your work that direct your reader to corresponding 

full references in a Reference List at the end of the assignment. It is important that you follow 

the rules of correct citing and referencing, not least in order to avoid accusations of plagiarism 

and thereby to maintain your academic integrity. You should familiarise yourself with the 

Business School’s Guide to Citing, Referencing and Avoiding Plagiarism and the accompanying 

shorter A to Z list of example references and citations in the APA (6th ed.) style for guidance.   

It is useful to compile your Reference List as you write your essay, rather than leaving it as a 

final task. Each time you insert an in-text citation, add the full reference to the list. Unless you 

are referring to a source (e.g. a book, journal article, web document) in its entirety, always 

include page numbers in your in-text citations. This allows you and your tutor to pinpoint exactly 

where to find the quote or section of text to which you are referring. For this reason you should 

take care when making notes in preparation for writing your essay to always include page 

references, or you’ll need to spend time hunting for them later on.  

Quotations from the work of others should usually be no longer than a couple of lines, and 

always enclosed within inverted commas. You should insert the in-text citation in the most 
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appropriate place in the sentence, and the whole sentence should make good grammatical 

sense. 

 

E.g.:    

Bloggs (2012) states that ‘companies make many mistakes in recruiting staff’ (p. 32). 

Nevertheless, it is true that ‘the recession caused many businesses to reflect on their 

recruitment strategies’ (Bloggs, 2012, p. 32). 

While some academics think that the recession was important (Bloggs, 2012, p. 32) others 

believe it was not (Smith, 2011, pp. 44-6). 

 

As stated earlier, it is also very important that you acknowledge fully any parts of your text that 

paraphrase the words of others. Changing a few words or reorganising the sentence structure 

of another person’s work does not mean that you can regard it as your own work, or that you 

don’t need to include a reference to your source. Simply rewriting the work of others adds little 

to your essay and often it’s done by students who don’t really understand the content of what 

they’ve read. If this is coupled with incomplete referencing (e.g. not including page numbers in a 

reference) it often looks like plagiarism, and you may be penalised accordingly.   

Don’t include in your reference list any sources that you haven’t cited in your essay. You should 

also not include works that are cited within your other sources, and that you might have referred 

to in the text of your essay, but haven’t read first-hand.  
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6 FINAL CHECKS 
 

Always give yourself enough time to read your essay through from start to finish before 

submitting it. This will give you the opportunity to be your own critic, and to try reading your work 

through the eyes of your tutor. It can help to have a few questions in mind as you read: 

 

• Does the essay answer the question? Is everything in it relevant? 

 

• Does it have a clear structure that is easy to follow? Does it have a good introduction, a 

logical argument, and a sensible conclusion? 

 

• Is it properly referenced? Are the in-text citations properly formatted, with page numbers 

where necessary? 

 

• Are all the sources in your in-text citations in the reference list at the end of your essay? 

 

• Does it meet the criteria for the mark you are hoping for? What could you do to improve 

it? 

 

Any time spent on redrafting and improving your essay will be well spent, and could make the 

crucial difference between degree classifications when it comes to be marked. 

With practice you will find that the task of writing essays becomes less daunting and more 

rewarding. It’s not something that can be rushed. The research and evaluation of your sources 

is part of the learning process; although the end product is important, try to value the experience 

of gathering the knowledge and understanding the concepts you’re being asked to write about. 

In the end, this is the only reliable way of increasing your chances of a good grade, and of 

acquiring and refining the skills that you’ll take with you when you graduate.  

 

Good luck!    
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