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				Introduction

				The first thing we’d like to do is offer you our warmest congratulations on having made it to university. The biggest hurdle is over. How many people do you know who don’t make it through uni? There are, admittedly, a few who fall by the wayside, but this can be for health or financial reasons, amongst others. The student who fails to complete the course for academic reasons is a rarity. The vast majority of students will get through, and you will surely be one of them! The thing is, though, that we don’t want you simply to scrape through with a third, but graduate with the best possible degree – an upper second or even a first. You’ve made a positive step towards that goal by picking up this book. 

				At first it might seem a bit scary to have to write a serious ‘grown-up’ essay and then hand it in to a real Professor, someone who’s spent a lifetime researching his area. Fear not. We’ll guide you through the stages of writing an essay and warn you of pitfalls along the way. Remember that professors and lecturers were once, years ago, students just like you – we all started somewhere and had to take those first hesitating steps. Years ago, though, there wasn’t a For Dummies book like this to help people, so you’ve already got a head start.

				Brows furrow and heads droop when the subject of writing an essay is mentioned. Though essays are serious stuff, they don’t have to be painful experiences. They do have to be challenging and demanding. After all, you wouldn’t like to think that you would come through your degree course on the back of essays that were easy and didn’t stretch you, would you? But with the help of this book you’ll be able to meet the challenges of essay writing and respond to the demands made of you. We help you in a holistic way with all the aspects of writing, not just the words on the page but the where, when, and how of the writing experience, so that you can not only be successful in your writing at university, but even – dare I say it? – actually enjoy it.

				This is the book for you, then, when you need help with the words, and also when the words won’t come. When you don’t know where to start, and when you start you can’t finish. When you’ve got too many words, or too few. We look at typical difficulties you might face, and help you through them. And we hope we even make you smile from time to time, because you’re at uni and you should be having the time of your life!

				About This book

				You may well have used a For Dummies book before and be familiar with our easy-to-use format and our chatty style. If, however, you are a newcomer to For Dummies books you might be surprised that such a weighty subject as writing essays can be made so accessible. How do we do it? We break down the subject into meaningful, manageable chunks, and then sub-chunks. What you need to do is think what it is you need to know about writing an essay, and then find the appropriate chunk or sub-chunk from our index. What you don’t have to do is read from cover to cover. Home in on the bits that apply to you and take our advice. We try to write as if we were talking to you face-to-face, hence our relaxed and informal style. Our book is here for you to dip into when you need us. Think of it as your support and your friend.

				Conventions Used in This Book

				Each chapter of this book covers the basics you’ll need and also provides further details and examples that you can skim over if you’re pushed for time. We also flag up points in the book where you can cross-reference to different chapters, so that you can read the book thematically if you need to.

				For ease of navigation, we use the following conventions:

				[image: check.png] Italic is used for emphasis, to highlight new words, and terms which the text defines.

				[image: check.png] Bold text is used to indicate keywords in bulleted lists.

				[image: check.png] Monofont is used for Internet addresses.

				[image: check.png] Sidebars, the shaded grey boxes you see from time to time, point out information which might come in handy, but doesn’t qualify as essential reading.

				How This Book Is Organised

				We’ve divided our book into six parts. Each of the first five parts corresponds to a step in the process of writing an essay, followed by a sixth section, the Part of Tens. In order to help you familiarise yourself with the content of our book and find what you’re looking for, we summarise each section here. 

				Part I: Navigating a World of Information

				These first three chapters help you to get a feel for what it is you are expected to produce. We look at the difference between writing an essay at secondary school and writing one at university. Essays often break down into one of several basic types, so we show you what you should be aiming towards and – above all – help you to get going. This can be the hardest step of all. It’s downhill all the way now!

				Part II: Researching, Recording and Reformulating

				You’ve got to have something to write about, so these next four chapters help you with the content of your essay. We give you plenty of tips on how best to find your way round your background reading, whether it’s from books or online. In addition, we help you to make notes, both from your sources and for your essay. One of the big issues at university, given the ease of the ‘copy and paste’ function, is lifting, stealing, or plagiarism, whatever you want to call it. Chapter 7 says ‘Don’t!’ in no uncertain terms, but as well as that provides you with the skills so that you aren’t tempted to copy someone else’s writing in the first place.

				Part III: Mastering Language and Style

				One of the worries we can have about writing an academic essay is whether our language is up to scratch. These three chapters provide a quick brush-up in the building blocks of your essay, the sentence and the paragraph, making sure that you can structure them correctly and then punctuate them accurately, so that your meaning is clear. We also give you advice on how your ‘voice’ comes across so that you sound appropriately formal and academic. 

				Part IV: Tightening Your Structure and Organisation

				Now you’ve got to put it all together. These four chapters divide your essay into a beginning, a middle and an end. Each has its own special features and here we explain what these are and show you what your tutor is expecting to find. In addition you will probably want to use quotations in your essay. Chapter 14 shows you how to do this, and then finish off the whole product with a nice list of references at the end. You’re nearly there!

				Part V: Finishing with a Flourish: The Final Touches

				Two of these chapters give you tips with the last stage of writing - the one which tends to be rushed. You can gain extra marks by attention to detail in the polishing and perfecting process and we show you how! We then take a positive attitude with the fall-out of the essay, understanding where you went wrong, learning from your mistakes and seeing how you can do better next time if the feedback wasn’t quite as good as you’d hoped for. Every mistake is an opportunity to learn!

				Part VI: The Part of Tens

				The Part of Tens provides you with two chapters listing helpful pointers to keep your essay-writing on track. Ten Troubleshooting Tips advises you on common problems and what to do if you find yourself in difficulties – for instance, when you’ve written too much or too little, when you’ve left it too late, or you have technical difficulties. Ten Tips for Writing Essays in Exams does what it says on the tin.

				Icons Used in This Book

				Icons are a handy For Dummies way of catching your attention as you run through a page. Icons come in several flavours, each with its own symbol and terms of reference.

				[image: Tip.eps]This icon does exactly what it says, highlighting helpful hints to ease your essay writing.

				[image: Remember.eps]Wherever you see this icon there’s a point that you should make into a mental or physical note – something for you to bear in mind.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]This icon flags up the Don’ts. Things you should avoid doing like the plague. Ignore this icon at your peril.

				Where to Go from Here

				You can go pretty much where you like from here. For Dummies books are not intended to be cover-to-cover reads, but resources you can dip into as and when you need to. Each chapter is designed to stand alone, delivering the goods on a particular topic. If you really want the lowdown on the whole process, and some ideas on where to go next, you could do a lot worse than read Chapter 1, but never feel that you then have to plod through 2–19 in strict order.

				If you want to know more about researching online, check out Chapter 5, for instance. If you’re confident that you know what you want to write on, but need to find out how to put the nuts and bolts of your essay together, Chapters 11 to 13 are for you. Chapter 16 shows you how to polish the final item. And so on.

				Wherever you go in this book, use it to make writing your essays the most enjoyable experience it can be. Essay-writing should always be a challenge: this book helps it not to be a chore.

			

		

	
		
			
			

			
				Part I

				Navigating a World of Information

				
					[image: 742907-pp0101.eps]
				

				In this part . . .

				Getting a handle on what an essay title requires of you is often the toughest step of all, so we cover it thoroughly in this part. We also give you practical tips on how to get stuck in to your essay, and take an in-depth look at the different sorts of essay you might be asked to write. Essays often break down into one of several basic types, so we show you what you should be aiming towards and – above all – help you to get going and keep plugging away.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Mapping Your Way: Starting to Write Essays

				In This Chapter

				[image: arrow] Moving from school- to university-level writing

				[image: arrow] Getting a feel for writing academically

				[image: arrow] Breaking the writing process down into stages

				[image: arrow] Achieving success in your essay writing

				You’ve probably picked up this book because you’re unsure exactly what’s expected of you when you write an essay at university. Did your teachers at secondary school explain to you what an academic essay is? Do you know how it differs from other things you’ve written? You may be someone who writes happily in many situations – for instance you send letters and emails with no hesitation, you have no difficulty keeping a diary or you can write a story from your own imagination. But an academic essay? That’s scary!

				This first chapter should go a long way to settling any fears you may have about your writing. We make clear how an academic essay differs from the writing you did at school and from other types of writing you may be familiar with. We break the daunting task of writing your essay into manageable chunks and take you through each stage. And we give you some tips on how to gain confidence and write successfully.

				Transitioning to University-level Writing

				You write in many different ways when you’re at university. You take notes during lectures and seminars, make notes from books and web pages, take part in online discussions and course blogs, and draft essays and reports – as well as writing your shopping list and texting!

				Of all your writing activities, the course assignment’s the most important. For your assignment, you’re set a writing task to do, normally over a period of a few weeks, and the marks count towards your final grade for that unit. Note-taking and blogging are important in that, done well and thoughtfully, they lay the foundations for success in essay writing both in coursework and in exams. But you’re assessed on the final product, so that’s what you have to give most attention to. You may throw away your notes, and blogs may disappear into the ether, but an essay you’re proud of may end up at the bottom of a drawer for you to discover years later and reread, we hope with pleasure.

				So, given that essays at university count for so much, why do so many students feel ill-prepared for this type of writing? Basically, writing at each main stage of the education process – primary school, secondary school and university – has a different function. Realising this is the first step to helping you tune in to what’s required of you at university. By looking at the big picture, you see how what you write and how you write it changes from phase to phase.

				Writing at school

				Primary school teaches you the rudiments of writing. You develop basic literacy in letters of the alphabet and sentences so that you can read and start to write stories and short compositions.

				Secondary school assumes that you can use writing to express your ideas and your imagination on paper. You write about the subjects you’re exploring in your lessons, and you show the teacher what you’ve discovered. You have opportunities at secondary school to develop creative writing skills and to begin to analyse topics from your courses in an extended way under the teacher’s guidance.

				Writing at undergraduate level

				As at secondary school, at university you also have to write essays to show what you know. But now you can’t regurgitate what your tutors have fed you. The depth you go into with a subject is reflected in the enormous, seemingly limitless, amount of reading you have to do.

				Managing your reading list demands a skill that you may not have developed before university study: critical analysis. With a heightened sense of criticality, you apply frameworks and ideas that experts in the field have developed in order to deepen and extend your knowledge. Many universities give students in their first year support in critical thinking, because this, together with the reading list, is what makes the writing process lengthier and more complex than you’ve probably known before.

				[image: Remember.eps]The result of the writing process and your background reading is an essay. As such, your essay relies on a solid bibliography. Your writing at university is based on the research that’s gone before. You stand on the shoulders of giants, as Sir Isaac Newton said. You have to acknowledge all quotations from authors and references to their work according to strict guidelines. See Chapter 14 for details on how to reference correctly.

				Writing at postgraduate level 

				To get your head around why you write the way you do at university, thinking about what undergraduate study can lead to may help: postgraduate study such as a master’s or a PhD. At master’s level you research your subject to an even greater level of detail. Your tutors push you to analyse to the furthest points until you begin to identify gaps in the body of knowledge. This is the basis of the dissertation you write.

				If you then go on to a PhD, you make a contribution to the body of knowledge by undertaking a piece of original research, filling in the gaps you identified at master’s degree level, if you like, and thus making yourself an expert in this field. People look to you for original thought and comment on your specialist subject. You become an authority. As such, you’re expected to have a thorough knowledge of practically everything written on your subject. You read just about every book or paper ever published on it.

				From undergraduate level onwards, you can lay the foundation for a career in research. The undergraduate phase you’ve embarked on is the first step along the road. Most people go no further than a bachelor’s degree. A certain number go on to a master’s. Very few become doctors in their subject. But if you just think for a moment where the undergraduate degree leads, you can see why universities are keen for you to develop your essay-writing skills.


				Smoothing the transition from school to uni

				The transition to university is a difficult one socially and emotionally, in all probability geographically, and for most people, academically as well. You’ve probably thought long and hard about leaving friends and family behind, and are counting down to freshers’ week. But you probably haven’t given a great deal of thought to how to manage the academic transition from secondary school to university.

				From being top of your class in English, French or history, you’re now just ordinary in a cohort of students who seem much more confident and knowledgeable and just downright smarter than you are. And then, when your course starts, you realise you have to write essays and try to convince everyone that you know what you’re talking about. How long can it be before they find you out and realise you’re a fraud? Isn’t stacking shelves in the supermarket a better option?

				Relax – everyone’s in the same boat and everyone doubts their own ability sometimes. Tell yourself that you’ve made it, you got the grades, you were accepted, and now you’re here to learn. One of the most important things to grasp is the rules of the game you play at university, and a big part of the game is writing essays.



				Getting the Genre Right

				If you’re unfamiliar with the word genre, it’s just a way of describing the type of text you’re writing. Genres of writing encompass everything from a greeting on a birthday card to an academic essay; in other words, anything you write, by hand or on a keyboard, in any kind of social situation and to anybody under the sun.

				The best way to understand the academic essay genre is to compare this type of writing against others you’re probably familiar with: creative writing, articles and reports.

				[image: Tip.eps]The academic genre carries a particular writing style that sets it apart from other genres. Turn to Chapter 10 to find out more about how you can adopt this style in your writing.

				Writing an essay, not creative prose

				When you’re writing an academic essay, you don’t let your imagination run wild and compose stories (unless your course is actually called Creative Writing!). Control’s the name of the game. You write to a strict structure and don’t deviate. A kind of formula exists for the way you do the introduction, and similarly for the conclusion. What goes in between (the body of the essay) can follow several different overall patterns, and is composed of paragraphs that, once again, fit a particular shape. (Flick to Chapters 12, 13 and 14 for more on how to write each part of your essay.)

				You should refer constantly to the work of experts rather than going off on a fantasy of your own. Creativity lies not in flights of imagination but in deep understanding of previous research, and interpreting this in your own way. Though you may not think so, you do have room to express your own opinions, but only in the context of what you’ve read.

				You may think of this genre as being like a straitjacket, and in a way it is. But it’s actually a pretty easy genre to write within. Once you’ve got your head around the genre and know what you can and can’t do, a lot of decisions are already made for you and you just fit in with everything. You play by the rules.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Just as it doesn’t belong in the content of your essay, creativity isn’t welcome in how you present it either. An essay printed in a flowery font on petal-pink paper and held together with a daisy chain doesn’t impress your tutor. In Chapter 16 we take you through the correct way to present your essay.

				Writing an essay, not a newspaper article

				Another type of writing you may have had a try at is journalism. But unless your tutor specifically asks you to write in the style of a tabloid or a quality newspaper for some reason, you need to avoid using features of this genre. A newspaper article isn’t an academic essay, and you need to separate the two clearly in your mind.

				The first area in which these two genres differ is their structure. Unlike an academic essay, a newspaper article packs as much key information into the headline and the first paragraph as possible, because the writer wants to attract the reader’s attention. A reader with very little time skims through the headlines and first paragraphs in order to get the gist of the day’s news. To grab the reader’s attention and get him or her to continue reading the article, the first paragraph has to contain the essentials and pack a punch. Less important information can be in paragraphs further down, because not everybody reads this far, and often the article ends without any kind of summing up or conclusion.

				Not so the academic essay. You don’t have to work to grab your tutor’s attention, because he or she is going to read your essay anyway. And all of it, too. The introduction to the essay sets the scene and analyses the question you’re going to answer. You don’t give away the key information in the first paragraph, but divulge that information in a controlled fashion. You make sure that every bit of your essay, every paragraph, contains relevant and meaningful comment, thus building up your argument in a logical and structured way. When you reach the conclusion, you provide some sort of answer to the issue raised in the introduction, and you should to a greater or lesser extent generate a feeling of resolution. You don’t think about entertaining the reader (although if your work’s interesting, that’s a bonus!), but rather focus on answering the question fully with as much relevant detail as space permits.

				Style’s another factor. With a newspaper article, given the brief amount of time a journalist has to write it, sentences are often short and uncomplicated in structure, paragraphs are short, and language is pretty straightforward because the readership’s so wide. In academic style, on the other hand, you have time to deliberate over sentence structure, often resulting in longer and more complex sentences. Paragraphs consist of several sentences that clearly link together. And the writer may also use specialised terminology, because the readership’s restricted to a smaller number of people with specialist interests and knowledge.

				You can also find in journalism that the language describing an event or a person sometimes appeals to the emotions, because the reporter may be trying to provoke an emotional response in the reader. The writing may have a subjective slant or be attempting to influence the reader in some way. After all, newspapers do have owners, and these owners do have political leanings. Academic writing, in contrast, attempts always to be objective and has what some may consider a cold and distant tone, because to a large extent it avoids subjectivity. This is reflected in the restricted use of the first person pronouns, ‘I’ or ‘we’, and a greater use of passive forms such as ‘it can be seen that . . .’. (Although academia’s been changing of late in this respect, and in some quarters has loosened up a little.)

				In keeping with this traditional objectivity, an academic essay takes as its basis the work of researchers and experts who’ve added to the body of knowledge over the years. You refer continually to authors through referencing and acknowledging sources. You’re respectful of your sources, and you aren’t arrogant in your argument. Your tutor looks at the extent to which you use your sources, how many you use and the accuracy with which you use your references. He or she assesses you on how skilfully you weave your quotations and references into your argument. In a newspaper report, in contrast, you may notice that direct quotations are often introduced with a simple ‘Mr Black said’ followed by his exact words, or indirect quotations with a straightforward ‘Mrs White told reporters that . . .’. 

				[image: Remember.eps]This is no criticism of journalism, by the way, but a simple statement of fact that the circumstances are different and the features of the genre different as a result. Though we hope that a newspaper article doesn’t contain untruthful or libellous information, readers understand that they’re reading something written very quickly and that it may contain some bias as a result. Journalists, we hope, don’t knowingly write anything false, but circumstances require them to give their own versions of events pretty rapidly. In your situation, however, you have the time to weigh your words so that you produce an academic essay for which you’ve checked all the facts, and in which you’ve fully developed the ideas, acknowledged sources and drawn conclusions.

				To help you visualise the main differences between essays and journalism, Table 1-1 summarises points of comparison.

				
					
						
								
								Table 1-1 Comparing Essays and Articles

							
						

						
								
								Academic essay

							
								
								Newspaper article

							
						

						
								
								Has a beginning, middle and end of equal importance

							
								
								Is structured like an inverted triangle: supplies information in decreasing order of importance

							
						

						
								
								Is written in a formal style

							
								
								Can be written in a more informalstyle

							
						

						
								
								Tries to be objective

							
								
								Can be emotive and subjective

							
						

						
								
								Includes references to expert research

							
								
								Uses quotations that the reader can’t verify

							
						

					
				

				Writing an essay, not a report

				The other genre you may have to use at undergraduate level, especially if you’re writing up an investigation, is a report. So where do report writing and essay writing differ?

				Essays and reports have some similarities:

				[image: check.png] Both are written in the same style: objective and very focused. Both contain an argument that’s clear to follow: sentences and paragraphs flow logically into the next.

				[image: check.png] Both refer to the previous work of other researchers and present comment and findings in the light of that body of knowledge. Therefore, you give the same attention to the list of references at the end of a report as at the end of an essay.

				Where a report differs from an essay is in the inclusion of some extra features. Visually, a report’s immediately different from an essay. A report is the product of a piece of research and the different sections of your report correspond to the various stages of that research. It should be easy to spot the sections. Though your tutor may give you instructions that differ in minor details, the usual layout of a report is as follows:

				[image: check.png] Title page: This is pretty self-explanatory!

				[image: check.png] Abstract: You provide an overview of the purpose of the report, summarise how you went about your research and why, and what main conclusions you’ve come to. You give your reader at-a-glance information that conveys the main gist of your report.

				[image: check.png] Table of contents: You provide an overview, with page numbers, of the different sections.

				[image: check.png] Introduction: You introduce the question you’re addressing (as for an academic essay).

				[image: check.png] Literature review: You summarise what you’ve read from the experts on the topic you’re about to research.

				[image: check.png] Methodology: You describe how you went about collecting your data.

				[image: check.png] Findings: You present the results of your data collection.

				[image: check.png] Discussion: You interpret your findings in the light of previous research as described in the literature review.

				[image: check.png] Conclusion: You attempt to answer the question raised in the introduction (as for an academic essay).

				[image: check.png]  List of references: You include all your references (as for an academic essay).

				[image: check.png] Appendices (if any): If you’ve collected more data than you can comfortably contain in the body of your report, you make this into appendices.

				The report divides numerically into these sections, and each section begins on a fresh page. Depending on the nature of the report, you can subdivide the different sections into smaller sections, each with its own subheading. The overall effect’s thus quite different from an academic essay, where you don’t normally use headings or subheadings.

				Crafting Your Essay: Stages in the Writing Process

				Now you’ve got a good feel for academic essays, you need to know how the essay-writing process works. You don’t just sit down at the keyboard and produce the finished product in one sitting – or let’s say that’s unusual or inadvisable. You spread the writing of an essay over a period. You break the process up into manageable chunks, and this helps you to excel at each stage and plan your time so that you don’t miss the deadline.

				In this section, we divide the process into seven distinct stages. As you become more and more comfortable and experienced with the writing process, you develop and gain confidence in your own individual way of working. You may then modify the process to suit your own preferences. Here we provide a framework for you to begin with.

				Stage 1: Analysing the title

				A common criticism of student essays is that the person didn’t answer the question. No matter how many times tutors warn students, someone always falls into the trap of not answering the question that they’ve been set. While you do have an excuse (but only a little one!) for not answering the question in the heat and frenzy of an exam, you don’t when you’re writing an essay, when you have plenty of time to think about and discuss what the essay title requires.

				To give a proper answer, you have to understand fully what the question’s asking for. To work that out, you unpick:

				[image: check.png] Keywords: These explain the topic, for example Shakespeare, sonnets, As You Like It, women, and so on.

				[image: check.png] Function words: These tell you how you have to treat the subject matter, for example ‘compare’, ‘analyse’ or ‘discuss’. 

				Chapter 3 takes you through understanding the title by looking at these important words.


				What writing at university is not

				Writing an essay at university isn’t ‘Write all you know about X’. This is what you did when you were much younger and school was more about being told and memorising facts. The more facts you assembled, the more successful you were. You showed that you had knowledge.

				Although what you write at university is based on facts or evidence, what you do with this knowledge is what counts now. Your tutor asks you not simply to describe, but to compare, analyse, discuss and suggest. So you read the books, assemble the facts and then do something with them. And what you do with them is what’s assessed, not the gathering of the evidence in the first place. You’re marked on how well, deeply and accurately you compare, analyse, discuss and suggest.

				You arrange an essay at university as an argument, with a question that you state in the introduction, and then develop, and then answer (in part if not wholly) in the conclusion. You don’t include anything that’s irrelevant to the argument. 

				This is far removed from ‘Write all you know about X’.



				Stage 2: Making a timetable

				Planning your time’s essential if you’re going to get through everything you have to do. You structure your time using a timetable. To draw up your timetable, you need to list all the things you have to do in order to be able to write your essay. Have you got all your course notes? Did you miss a session and do you need to borrow a friend’s notes? Which books do you need? (Chapter 4 offers advice on getting hold of the necessary texts.)

				Next, fill in your diary or calendar with all the commitments you have between now and the deadline. As well as lectures and classes, put in any other work – paid work or study – that you have to do. This should leave you with a rough idea of how many gaps you have in your busy days in which you can slot in work for the essay.

				[image: Remember.eps]No one can work flat out and not have some pleasure! So include your social life, sports and time for chilling out and relaxing, watching the television or simply getting your energy back.

				You need to consider your essay within the bigger picture of all your university work. Make sure you get your priorities right, too, as not all essays, presentations and other tasks you have to do are worth the same. Of course, you want to do your very best in everything, but realistically you put the greatest effort into the assignments that count the most. That makes sense, doesn’t it?

				You should now have a realistic idea of how much time’s available. Now you can start apportioning blocks of time to your essay. In Chapter 4 we outline a rough guide for dividing your time: 80 per cent on preparation (Stages 1–4) and 20 per cent on writing up and finishing (Stages 5–7). Bearing this in mind, go back to your timetable and calculate when Stage 4 should finish and Stage 5 begin. You have to know when to stop reading and when you have to start writing. This mini-deadline helps you reach the final deadline when you hand the essay in. Then, working backwards from your mini-deadline, you can see how much time you have for all the things you need to read, and you can work out a rough schedule of what to do when. You can amend the timetable as you go along, but do try to meet that mini-deadline so that you can start the actual writing on time.

				[image: Remember.eps]When you’re drawing up your timetable, don’t stint the time you allow for Stages 6 and 7. You shouldn’t rush these, and you should always allow for the fact that you do your reviewing and checking better after a night’s sleep. Stages 6 and 7 shouldn’t take place on the day you hand your work in!

				[image: Tip.eps]Print out your essay timetable and stick it on the wall so that you are continually reminded of where you are in the process and how quickly time’s going by.

				Stage 3: Gathering data

				What do you need to know and where are you going to get this information from? At home, you should have notes you’ve taken in lectures, handouts from tutors, maybe a course book and a reading list. In the university, you’ve got a library with lots of books in it, and also academic journals, many of which may be accessible online. You may not have realised this, but you also have a specialist librarian who knows your subject really well and can make recommendations to you about which books to read.

				First, at home, go through all your notes, papers and books, highlighting key information for your essay and making a note of the books you need to find. Then go to the library and find some reading matter, asking for help if need be. Find a nice comfy corner, either at home or in the library, and get down to work.

				[image: Remember.eps]Make notes as you go through the material, always bearing in mind the essay title. You can so easily get waylaid if you find something interesting to read on an aspect that’s only tangential to the essay title. The best thing to do is to make a note of where you found that interesting article, so you can come back to it later when you have more time. Most importantly, keep a detailed record of all the books that you’ve consulted and any websites you’ve visited. You have to include a full list of references or a bibliography (see Chapter 14), and suddenly finding that you don’t have the information to hand the night before your submission date is extremely annoying.

				Chapter 4 helps you with your reading techniques, especially if you’re under pressure and time’s whooshing by, and Chapter 6 gives you practical tips on note taking.

				Stage 4: Brainstorming and planning

				With the mini-deadline looming (see Stage 2), you get to a point when you can’t read and research any longer – time to put the books and notes to one side and work with what’s inside your head. First you brainstorm (dump the contents of your mind onto paper or the screen), and then you try to make something out of the result by planning.

				[image: check.png] Brainstorming: Get those ideas out of your head in whatever way feels best. With practice and experience, you find the way of brainstorming that feels most comfortable and practical in your circumstances. Do you prefer working on paper or the PC (see the ‘PC vs Pencil’ sidebar later in the chapter on this)? Do you like to make linear notes or use spider diagrams? Do notes on index cards work well for you? How about using colours to organise your ideas?

				[image: check.png] Planning your essay structure: Group your ideas together in a logical structure. Think of the plan as like your skeleton. The skeleton holds your body together and gives it shape. Without it you’d be a mess of blubber on the floor. You need your skeleton to stand up straight, and you need your plan to make your essay hang together.

				[image: Tip.eps]You should already have your timetable pinned up on the wall in the place where you write and study most. Next to it should be your essay plan. Print the plan out and pin it up there. Glancing at both periodically reminds you how quickly time’s passing as well as of the shape of the final product.

				Finally, when you think you’ve got all the main points in the right order, go back once again to your essay title and ask yourself whether the plan you have in front of you does actually answer the question you’ve been set. Look at the broad thrust of your argument and ask yourself whether your line of reasoning is logical, relevant and complete in terms of the question. If it is, move on to Stage 5. If it isn’t, you may have to do a little fine-tuning. Don’t move on to Stage 5 until you’re happy with your plan.

				Chapter 6 helps you with brainstorming and organising your material, and Chapter 3 outlines the common structures you use for essays.

				Stage 5: Writing the first draft

				If you think of your plan as a skeleton, the next step’s to put the flesh on the bones. You have to pull together the little notes, the random jottings, the odd words scribbled here and there to produce the sentences and then the paragraphs that make up the bulk of your essay.

				As you write, you make the transition from a private piece of work to a more public one that a number of people may read: your main tutor, other tutors who are moderating marks, or an external examiner. You create your draft by:

				[image: check.png] Writing for your reader, not for yourself: You know what you want to say but you can’t assume that your reader’s following you, so you have to deliver every point you make fully with appropriate development and give examples. Imagine that you’re talking to someone who doesn’t quite understand or have your background knowledge in the subject. This may help you to develop your point fully so that your meaning’s clear.

				[image: check.png] Guiding your reader: Don’t assume that your argument’s obvious. You have to guide your reader through the points you make by using linking words and expressions that point clearly to the line of reasoning you’re taking.

				[image: check.png] Assuming a more academic voice: Your public consists of academics, and they expect you to write in an appropriate style. This means making your vocabulary formal rather than informal and avoiding anything that sounds too chatty. See Chapter 10 for more on style.

				When you come to writing the first draft of your essay, feel free to start with the part you feel most confident about. With a good framework that you’re happy with and which you stick to, you now have the luxury of being able to write sections of the essay in the order that seems easiest to you, knowing that, with your plan, you can bring all the bits together at the end to make a cohesive whole. Getting a few paragraphs under your belt as quickly as possible is a good idea, and this gives you confidence to build on for the later, more challenging parts.

				[image: Tip.eps]When you’re doing the first draft of your essay, working with headings is often easiest. Each section and subsection should have a heading. You used them in the essay plan – keep them in when you’re writing up the first draft. This helps you to focus on your points, one after the other, and to keep on track. Before you hand your essay in, delete the headings.

				Several chapters help you write your first draft. Chapters 8, 9 and 10 help you write well and in an academic style, and Chapters 11, 12 and 13 break the essay down and lead you through forming the introduction, middle and conclusion.

				Stage 6: Revising your draft

				Depending on how important it is to you and how much time you have at your disposal, you may make several drafts of your essay (or more likely sections of your essay) until you’re satisfied. When you read some chunks back to yourself they may sound really awful – too chatty, clumsy or unclear – so take those parts out and work on your essay until you feel it conveys what you want to say in a manner you’re happy with.

				[image: Tip.eps]If you’ve been working on your computer for a long time, print out a copy of your essay, go and sit somewhere different and work through it on paper. Sometimes you see things differently when the script’s actually in your hands and not on a screen. Use arrows, colours, underlining and whatever signals you need to make to yourself that something’s not right. Go through the entire essay making annotations where you have to make changes, and only return to your computer to make those changes when you’ve got to the end.

				Back at the computer, make a copy of your file and label it draft 2. If you have second thoughts about anything you change in the second draft and want to go back to what you said in the first, you can just delete what you don’t like in draft 2 and copy and paste over from draft 1. File every draft separately so that you don’t lose anything you’ve written in producing this essay.

				When you do make changes, start at the beginning, working your way methodically down the printed page, ticking the alterations as you go along, so that if you’re interrupted you know where you are. Then put the essay away. All being well, you’re on schedule and can leave the final stage for the next day.

				Stage 7: Checking and polishing

				You think you’ve done the very best you can in the time you’ve had available to you. Funnily enough, you can always improve on something, and that something may just swing the balance and get you a better mark. If you’ve been sticking to the timetable you made in Stage 2, you have a day or an evening when you can give your essay that final spit and polish. The main areas to check are content and presentation:

				[image: check.png] Content: Edit your essay to ensure that you’re being rigorous with your argument and that every point you make, every paragraph you write, adds to the line of reasoning you’re pursuing. You have to discard anything that doesn’t fit. You don’t have the time to do any major rewrites now, so you’re stuck with the general train of thought, but you can tweak the odd sentence here and there to soften or strengthen your points.

				[image: check.png] Presentation: Pay attention to the detail and proofread your essay, looking for typos and errors. Because first impressions are important, spend some time perfecting the look of the essay as well.

				Chapters 15 and 16 take you through the checking and polishing stage.

				The final hurdle: Handing in

				Pressure may have been intense, nerves may have been frayed and your fingers may be bitten to the quick. But when you actually get to hand your essay in, you can forget a lot of the stress that went before. When you submit your essay and it’s gone, you feel great (for the time being). My goodness! What on earth are you going to do this evening now you’ve finished? You probably don’t need reminding, but can we gently point out that essay number two is looming? So wind down, have fun – you’ve worked hard and you deserve it! – but be ready to get into essay-writing mode again very soon.

				And prepare yourself for feedback on your essay: take a look at Chapter 17.

				Becoming a Successful Essay Writer

				You don’t just wake up one morning, write your first academic essay and make a brilliant job of it. You get there, as with many things in life, by practice – trial and error.

				[image: Remember.eps]Writing’s something you can’t avoid at university. So if you’re one of those people who professes to hate writing, think long and hard about how you’re going to deal with the writing on your course. You need to practise, clear time for your writing and eradicate those niggling doubts and fears.

				Just write, write, write

				Before you even start writing an academic essay, you’ve got to develop the writing habit, whatever form that takes for you. You’ve got to write at every opportunity so that writing becomes a natural and frequent occurrence.


				PC versus pencil

				Many students we work with use the ‘old-fashioned’ method of pen and paper for the majority of the essay-writing process. If you’re one of these, you may want to consider how useful the PC can be.

				[image: check.png] Brainstorm directly onto your computer: Use mind-mapping software that’s designed for the job or the drawing tools in Microsoft Word. Your computer offers a good range of colours, far more than you probably have in your pencil case. Colours are especially useful when you’re grouping ideas together, using one colour for one idea. And the bonus is that you can remove highlighting at the click of a button.

				[image: check.png] Type your notes up on the PC: You have no limit on space, you can move chunks around so that you end up with an essay plan without having to start a new document and if you make a mistake or change your mind, that’s easy to rectify. Remember, though, that you must save changes as you go along. Your computer’s very useful for reordering chunks of text, but mistakes do happen when you’re tired and distracted. Returning to work in progress the following day only to find that you’ve lost something important is so frustrating!

				[image: check.png] Use tools to speed up editing and proofreading: Spellchecking tools are handy (see Chapter 15 for more on this), and a tool such as Find and Replace is wonderful when you realise that you’ve been using a word wrongly and another one’s more apt.

				Clearly, working directly onto the computer can save a bit of time, but pen and paper are also comforting. And a program can’t do absolutely everything. Think of your PC as a workhorse that enables you to do amazing things in a shorter length of time, but for the fine-tuning you need the thoroughbred – the human brain!



				[image: Tip.eps]Always keep a pen and a notebook with you, so that you can write at every possible moment. Never go out of the door without them. Keep a diary for the first time in your life, or a journal in which you express your thoughts however you like. Get blogging. Start your first novel! Write first thing in the morning and last thing at night – on the bus, between classes, while you’re watching your laundry go around.

				Whatever you do, tell yourself ‘I’m a writer.’ You’ve got to adopt the mindset of the writer and write at every opportunity, all the time. We’re not saying that this is going to be easy, but with perseverance you can change the way you perceive yourself and find a relationship with your pencil you never suspected was possible!

				Giving yourself enough time

				If at school you left writing essays to the very last minute and then scraped through with a reasonable pass, don’t think that you can get away with the same at uni. The lengthy reading lists and the complexity and depth of the topics you may have to write about make getting away with a last-minute essay rather difficult.

				And to be truthful, university isn’t about getting by with some scribble you hastily put together the night before. If you’re at university, you’re there to study at length and in depth over stretches of time that allow you to live with a topic, mull it over, internalise it and make it your own. That way, when you come to give your response in the form of an academic essay, you’re doing so after sufficient time to give the subject the consideration it deserves.

				[image: Tip.eps]If you find writing hard, give yourself as much time as possible. In time, things may well improve and you may pick up speed. But maybe you’re always going to find writing difficult, and you just have to live with that, allowing yourself more time than your friends need for writing each essay. Don’t be hard on yourself if you do always seem to need more time than your friends. We’re all different, and in other areas of your studies you’re going to have the edge over other people.

				Changing your mindset

				Dwelling on the scarier aspects of writing at university and overlooking the big picture is easy to do. Success is within your grasp if you take a determined and positive attitude. Table 1-2 helps you meet your fears head on.

				
					
						
								
								Table 1-2 Tackling Your Essay-writing Demons

							
						

						
								
								If you think . . .

							
								
								Tell yourself . . .

							
						

						
								
								When I hand in my essay, I’ll be exposed as an imbecile who should never have come to university.

							
								
								You won your place at university fairly and squarely and have a right to be there. Many other students are probably feeling exactly the same as you!

							
						

						
								
								Writing’s such a solitary business – how do I cope?

							
								
								You have lots of people to talk to! You can discuss assignments with your tutor and your classmates, and although only you write up the final product, you have lots of opportunities for supporting one another along the way. 

							
						

						
								
								How on earth can I produce assignments of, say, 3,000 words? 

							
								
								You can break any big task down into chunks, and writing’s no different; everyone manages to do it in the end.

							
						

						
								
								I don’t know all the academic words for things, and what I write sounds childish.

							
								
								You’re here to learn, and through reading and attending lectures you pick up the jargon. You soon start writing like an expert!

							
						

						
								
								I can’t write anything original.

							
								
								As an undergrad, you don’t necessarily have to. You read and acknowledge the work of other writers and researchers who’ve been there before you and comment on what they’ve written in your own way and in your own words. Originality can come later (when you’re doing your PhD or heading for a Nobel Prize).

							
						

					
				

				And you may like to write in your own personal worry here and then answer it as if you were speaking to a friend. (Don’t leave the right-hand column blank!)

				Good! Now you’re on your way to changing your mindset.

				[image: Tip.eps]Congratulate yourself on already having made a big step forward in discovering how to write at university by picking up this book and showing your determination to succeed.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Getting Going and Keeping Going

				In This Chapter

				[image: arrow] Finding the best conditions to get you working

				[image: arrow] Getting over the first hurdle and putting pen to paper 

				[image: arrow] Getting by with a little help from your friends

				Whatever the task, the first step’s often one of the hardest. For very many people, picking up a book or putting pen to paper can be tough. The trick in many cases is to give yourself the best possible chance to do your best by getting the conditions right for you to be comfortable and successful in your writing.

				In this chapter we show you how to overcome your fears about essay writing and feel good about your work, and we give you tips on making the process less daunting than you may imagine. We also provide strategies for the inevitable moments when ideas do dry up and you need to turn the tap on again, and we help you identify what helps you to write happily, efficiently and successfully.

				Getting Ready to Write

				A little preparation goes a long way in helping you to find motivation and inspiration. You need to discover how you work best, create a comfortable work environment and pave the way for successful study before you dive in. Read on to find out how.

				Finding out what helps you to work

				‘Know thyself’ is a saying that’s served many a purpose since the ancient Greek philosophers first coined it. It must contain some truth for it to have been around so long, and it’s a good starting point. For most people to engage in the creative process, whether they’re painting a picture, composing music or writing an essay, the conditions have to be right – or at least pretty good. So begin by finding out a few things about yourself: what helps you think, read and write?

				[image: Tip.eps]Keep a mental note of what you discover for future reference, so that you can enter writing mode more easily and plan your study time effectively.

				Knowing when you work best

				Go with your body clock. Are you a lark or an owl? How much sleep do you need to feel good?

				[image: Remember.eps]This is where you have to be true to yourself and not follow the herd. You may be living in a university hall of residence or sharing a flat with fellow students and feel obliged to go with the general flow of life there – understandably, because most people want to fit in. But with important stuff, you have to do what’s right for you.

				Many people find the quietness of the hours after dawn conducive to thinking and generating ideas. This means that when you need to write an essay, you have to forgo the late-night movie or the extra pint at the pub with your friends and go to bed early enough to catch what for you are the productive hours of the morning. And we’re not talking about getting up at 5 a.m. to work (unless you particularly want to). Just half an hour of peace and quiet before your flatmates get up can be enough over a week or so to capture the creative juices. The section ‘Keeping Yourself on Track’, elsewhere in this chapter, explains just how useful those half hours can be.

				A considerable number of people can work late into the night, even into the wee small hours, and produce good essays. But if you do this, remember that you need to be alert for that 9 a.m. lecture. Margaret Thatcher was said to be able to exist on about four hours’ sleep a night, but she’s surely in a minority. How many hours do you need?

				The message is that, morning, noon or night, whenever you find easiest to write is the time to plan for. Give yourself the best possible chance by observing your own body clock and then – as far as circumstances permit – going with it.

				[image: Remember.eps]University’s the best time of many people’s lives. However, sometimes the socialising can take over and blind you to the real reason you’re there: to get your degree. So you’ve got to be tough with yourself at critical times, keep the social life on hold, and listen to the wise voice inside your head that’s telling you to knuckle down to your essay. Afterwards you can enjoy the partying so much more.

				Choosing where to work

				There you are in the university library, watching all the other students furiously making notes, bashing away on the computer or blowing the dust off ancient tomes. And all you have is an empty sheet of paper and an even emptier head. In these circumstances, the wisest thing to do is to get out.

				[image: Tip.eps]If ever you’re stuck, change something.

				The library isn’t the only place to work, and you can try other places that may be more stimulating. Here are some ideas:

				[image: check.png] A coffee shop: people-watching can be a trigger.

				[image: check.png] The local park: the fresh air helps.

				[image: check.png] A place with water, such as by a canal, pond or fountain: water flowing suggests thoughts flowing.

				[image: check.png] The garden: lie on your back and see the pictures in the clouds.

				[image: check.png] The kitchen: cosy!

				[image: check.png] Your bed 

				Try different surroundings and see what works. All you need is a notebook and pencil; then go off and see which environment suits you best.

				Decluttering your area

				Are you someone who needs a clear desk in order to focus, or do you thrive amid piles of paper and books? Whatever feels right for you, go with it.

				[image: Tip.eps]If you’re a minimalist, have a clear out. This is symbolic of cleansing your mind of irrelevant thoughts. Get out the vacuum cleaner if you need to. Remove objects that may annoy or distract, like half-eaten plates of food, bank statements, books about the Tudors (when you’re trying to write an essay about the Stuarts) or the Valentine card you wish you’d sent.

				Setting the mood

				Few people are fortunate enough to be able to turn on their creativity wherever they are, so you need to consider your location and make that as inspiring as you possibly can. Surrounding yourself with the stuff of inspiration can be a great way to boost your mood and make getting down to work slightly less painful!

				[image: Tip.eps]Consider how your working environment appeals to your senses. Little touches can go a long way to make you feel relaxed, happy and focused:

				[image: check.png] Breathing in aromatherapy: Try different essential oils to give your environment the fragrance you feel most comfortable and productive with. They aren’t expensive and a little goes a long way.

				[image: Tip.eps] Good scents to start with are lavender, which can calm you down if you need to focus on your task, and basil, which can stimulate thought if you need a kick start. You don’t need expensive burners, just a drop of oil on a tissue.

				[image: check.png] Enhancing the music of your mind: Some people need quiet in order to think, but others can work better with music in the background. Find the kind of music that either resonates with the thoughts buzzing around in your head or takes you where you want to be. Classical music such as Bach or Mozart may work for you and stimulate your grey cells, or gentle background sounds may maintain focus and peace. Whatever your taste, make sure that you have good headphones so that your choice doesn’t disturb your flatmates!

				[image: check.png] Using visual stimulation: Think of a time and place where you’ve found creativity relatively easy, and then, within the limits of the possible, try to recreate that place in your study environment. Looking out of your window onto a grey winter’s day in Manchester may not stimulate your brain, and you may long for, say, the beaches of Ibiza. OK, so time and your overdraft don’t allow you to drop everything and fly off there, but you can pin a picture of a tropical paradise on your wall and be there in your mind in an instant. Close your eyes, feel the seductive heat, smell the exotic flowers, let the grains of sand trickle between your toes and allow that warm creative glow to come over you . . .

				Organising yourself

				Don’t waste precious study time hunting under your bed for a book, deliberating over biscuits in the local shop, or talking to your friend Ed about the footie results. Spend a little time sorting yourself out before you begin work, and you’re more likely to focus without wasting time on bothersome distractions.

				Keeping the essentials to hand

				Fetching everything that you need during your writing time, however short that is, helps to keep you focused and on track with your time management. All your writing equipment, food, drink, sustenance, books and lecture notes need to be within reach. In getting up to go and find something, you may well be distracted, and bang goes your writing for that morning. You may also wish to switch off your mobile for the same reason.

				[image: Tip.eps]Chapter 6 gives you pointers on what tools you need for the job, from a hole punch to paper clips.

				Food for thought

				This may be a cliché, but it’s one you can’t ignore. When you’re hungry or thirsty, writing’s hard. Heavy meals may send you to sleep, but little snacks, sweets and chocolates can keep you going. Plan to have water with you (many people recommend it) and keep sipping; then take a break now and again to make a cuppa.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Don’t overdo the stimulants! Too much tea and coffee can leave you wired. And alcoholic drinks aren’t usually recommended when doing serious stuff, but who knows what form your muse may take?

				[image: Tip.eps]Go shopping before you start writing, so that you’re well stocked up on all the little treats that help you along. You don’t have to buy calorific biscuits and sweets – you can eat nuts, which although high in calories are nourishing, and fruit too. Your waistline doesn’t have to suffer when you’re in a writing phase.

				Clearing the decks

				Do things that are at the back of your mind – the phone call you need to make, the letter you should have posted yesterday, the washing-up – so that you have nothing to niggle and distract you. The television comes into this category, too. You don’t need to interrupt the creative flow in order to watch the latest episode of your favourite show. You can set the timer and record it, or you can probably watch it online.

				[image: Tip.eps]Turn off your mobile and try to forget about checking your text messages and email. Ask your friends not to get in touch if you want to get your head down and study. Chances are some of them are on the same course as you anyway and need to get on with the same essay. So you’re helping yourselves by not distracting one another.

				Overcoming Writer’s Block

				Your essay-writing process begins with reading, moves on to making notes and then progresses to writing up. You may have no problem finding the motivation to read, and you may make wonderful, clearly organised notes (see Chapter 6). However, at some point you have to start adding words in the form of sentences, and this is where you may face your first real hurdle. Writer’s block, or the fear generated by a blank page or screen, is something many students and writers have to overcome at some stage in the process.

				[image: Remember.eps]Above all, don’t beat yourself up. Even famous authors and prolific journalists have times when the ideas don’t come. Yet somehow they manage to make a living out of writing! So never feel that you’re the only person ever to get stuck. Writer’s block’s a normal response and it’s temporary. You just need to try a few different strategies to find what works for you. Here are a few suggestions.

				Challenging your fears

				You may have to tackle some deep-seated fears about writing.

				Maybe your essays at school didn’t go down well with your teacher, or perhaps your school didn’t even teach you how to write an essay, and now you’re at uni you find yourself dreading the moment you have to commit your ideas to paper and hand them in to your tutor. You feel scared of what your tutor may say, that he or she may rubbish your humble efforts – after all, tutors are the experts; they’ve been doing this for years! So you put off starting your essay until the last minute, thus increasing the pressure on yourself.

				[image: Remember.eps]Relax – you’re normal! This behaviour’s typical of students the world over. Stop the self-doubts and remind yourself instead that you got to university and you’re as good as anyone else.

				Writing something – anything – and rewording it

				If you can write something down, you’ve begun. As the ancient Chinese said, ‘The journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step.’ However imperfect or stumbling your words, once you look back at them, you see that a strange phenomenon has occurred: the process of writing takes over and generates ideas you didn’t realise you had.

				[image: Remember.eps]Thinking and writing are two independent processes. You don’t think something and write down the same thought. The very act of writing produces further ideas and clarifies fuzzy ones. Getting going and writing a few garbled sentences is crucial, even if you discard them at a later stage, because you have to engage with the writing process and let it take over. Trust it, ‘It’s a kind of magic’ (the ancient . . . rock band Queen!).

				Begin by writing your name, the date, and the title of the assignment. There. The page isn’t blank any more. You’ve started and you can go on. Write any random thoughts that come into your head, even if what you write is your shopping list. But write something. You can delete it later when the real ideas start to roll.

				Another way of getting going is to write the title of the essay again, but put it in your own words. Say the title is:

				‘Compare and contrast X and Y. Evaluate their significance with reference to Z.’

				You write down:

				‘So I have to make a list of all the things I know about X and all the things I know about Y and see if any are the same. Then I have to look at the things that are different and talk about them. Then I have to think about how important they are when I consider the Z situation.’

				So far so good. But you can do a bit more. Go back to the word ‘X’ and add an example. Just one. Go back to the word ‘Y’ and add an example. Just one. Then go back to the word ‘Z’ and write something about it. Just one thing.

				Did you find that you wanted to write more than one example each time? Chances are you did, so go on, do it, and before you know it you have a page of ideas to juggle with. You’re off!

				[image: Tip.eps]Get into the habit of always having a pen and notebook on you, so that you can jot down the ideas that pop into your mind at odd moments.

				Talking before you write

				Ask yourself what your essay’s about, answer the question and then write down what you’ve just said to yourself. You really don’t need anyone to talk to, because what you’re doing is verbalising the dialogue that’s going on in your head.

				Even better, get hold of a small digital voice recorder and record yourself as you babble away. The advantage is you don’t have to rely on your memory to know what to write. A recorder’s also really useful to have with you if you don’t have pen and paper to hand, so that you don’t lose those little germs of ideas. Recording yourself talking to yourself may feel strange at first, but you won’t regret it when you play your recordings back and discover the nuggets within. You may be amazed and find you can’t wait to commit them to paper!

				Visualising the final product

				Remember how good you feel when you’ve achieved something. Reminding yourself of that glow of achievement – the pride you feel and the warmth that goes with it – may give you the courage to face an empty screen. Imagine how satisfied you’re going to feel when you’ve finished. Such visualising may help you to say ‘Oh, what the heck’ and go for it.

				[image: Remember.eps]Tell yourself that your essay doesn’t have to be perfect immediately (see the sidebar ‘Respecting perfection but not letting it hold you back’). When you’re revising and editing you can polish your essay and make it really good. The important thing’s that you get the work done to the best of your ability and meet the deadline.

				Forgetting about the essay for a while

				Time permitting, you should turn your thoughts to other issues and deliberately not think about your essay. When you come back to it after a break, you may be surprised by the number of new ideas that suddenly seem to present themselves.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Don’t confuse giving yourself a break from your essay with putting it off indefinitely. The first’s to allow the thoughts to form themselves, and the second’s a recipe for failing your unit.


				Respecting perfection but not letting it hold you back 

				Many people hold an idea of perfection in their minds. By all means do your best, but understand that often you have to make do with what you can reasonably achieve in the time at your disposal.

				So many students come to tutors like us for advice because they’re blocked by overambitious goals. Their aiming high’s very heartening, but the reality is that this can set them up for failure. They don’t meet the deadline, and assignments spill over from one term into the next, perhaps costing marks and even resulting in ill health.

				In the long term, you probably forget your final average grade. What counts is whether you get a degree.

				Our advice is to stick to your plan: cut your losses when things don’t quite work out with a section you’re writing, and instead move on to the next so that you get the essay written and handed in on time, thus avoiding any penalty. Penalties aren’t fun.



				Sleeping on it

				The mind’s a wonderful tool. Without you realising, your brain continues to process, categorise and store your thoughts while you’re sleeping. Trust your brain to do its work while you get a good night’s sleep. It can sort out problems for you and provide a fresh perspective on your troublesome essay when you wake.

				[image: Tip.eps]And when you’re really under pressure and time’s short, don’t undervalue a catnap for a quick fix. Watch a cat hunker down, deliberately place a paw over its eyes and shut out the world for ten minutes. Then it stretches, surveys its world and carries on, as alert as ever.

				Reading something different

				Reading something not directly related to the subject of your essay may help. What about a newspaper or magazine? An article on a different topic can get you thinking, and then all of a sudden the ideas flow and you can’t wait to write them down. Your brain’s hardwired to make connections, but you’ve got to give it something to react and connect to.

				Getting your blood flowing

				If your brain feels stagnant or you’re tired, the best thing to do is to move around. Just walking from one room to another is a start, but we recommend some stretching exercises, yoga postures, or simply standing up, bending over and touching your toes. These get the blood flowing through your body and, most importantly, through your brain.

				[image: Remember.eps]Don’t think that writing’s a purely intellectual activity. It has a physical side as well, which can be a trigger for mental activity. The ancient Romans summed this up as ‘A healthy mind in a healthy body’, and although you don’t have to be as fit as an Olympic athlete, your head can benefit from your body feeling good.

				You may feel awkward if you’re working in a public space such as the university library, but you can walk around the stacks or, if you’re restricted to your desk, at least roll your head from side to side, stretch your neck and loosen your shoulders. Just listen to all those crunching noises! These are crystals of tension that you need to shift for your blood to flow, bringing fresh oxygen to your brain and, with it, new perspectives.

				Doing something that makes you feel good

				What makes you feel upbeat? The section ‘Getting your blood flowing’ suggests physical activity, and this may do the trick, but don’t restrict yourself to stretching and walking – most importantly, laugh and feel good. Try singing, belly dancing, baking a cake, playing Scrabble, watching a chick-flick or an action movie – anything that helps you get a buzz and puts you in the right frame of mind to continue.

				The cheapest and often most effective remedy when you’re stuck is a good laugh. You need to loosen up – and who better to chill out with than a couple of mates? Someone cracks a joke, and the tension’s gone. When you’re back at the keyboard, just remember that joke or think of anything that makes you chuckle, and you can relieve the anxiety of the moment.

				[image: Tip.eps]Keep a few silly photos of friends or a jokey calendar near your study area to bring a smile to your face when you need it.

				Finally, give your body a pamper. Simply taking a shower, washing your hair or splashing water over your face refreshes your body and your brain too. Even just brushing your teeth can make you feel better! After all, your mouth’s the vehicle for your voice. Symbolically making your mouth feel clean and revived helps your voice to emerge fresh and sweet on paper.

				Keeping Yourself on Track

				Many books, courses and experts on time management exist. Many of us know the theory but find difficulty putting it into practice! At university, tutors have a habit of choosing similar deadlines, for example halfway through the term or at the end of the semester, which means that your essays can stack up if you don’t plan ahead. Here’s the essence of what you need to do in order to meet those deadlines without causing yourself unnecessary stress.

				[image: Tip.eps]If you want to improve how you organise your time, check out Time Management For Dummies by Clare Evans (Wiley).

				Planning large scale

				At the start of term, you get hand-in dates for your various pieces of work, be they essays, reports, presentations or whatever. You need a diary or a wall planner so that you can see how they all mesh together and can identify possible future crisis moments.

				Figure 2-1 shows an example from the back page of a student’s diary. The university is working on a two-semester system with 10 weeks before the Christmas vacation and two more weeks (Weeks 11 and 12) after the vacation, followed by a 2 week exam period.

				The student is studying French, Spanish and Linguistics. The Spanish tutor has asked the students to hand in four short essays, at the end of Weeks 3, 6, 9 and 12. There’ll also be a Spanish oral and a written exam in January.

				For French there will be three essays to submit (in Weeks 4, 8 and 12), plus a French oral and a written exam in January. 

				[image: 742907-fg0201.eps]

				Figure 2-1: A page from a typical work-planning diary.

				In Linguistics, however, there is no exam, just two long assignments, each accounting for 50 per cent of the total mark for the unit. If we look at the way this pans out for the student, the workload builds up gradually with a short essay in Spanish to hand in at the end of Week 3, and another in French at the end of Week 4, followed by a second Spanish essay in Week 6, and a second French one in Week 8. So far so good. But take a look at Week 9. The third Spanish essay and the first Linguistics one are due in on the same day. Given that the Linguistics essay carries 50 per cent of the final mark for that unit, if you were that student you would be foolish to leave the researching and writing of that essay until the last minute, particularly when you’d have another essay due on the same day. 

				Similarly, there’s a potential crisis point at the end of Week 12, when essays in all three subjects are to be submitted on the last day of the semester. The Linguistics one is again worth 50 per cent of the final mark. This serves to remind us that although at first it seems that university vacations are lengthy, in fact you need to use a significant amount of holiday time to study and keep up, especially when you not only have essays to write but exams to revise for. In our example the student has three weeks in which to make merry – but also to work on three essays and revise for the exams.

				Planning small scale

				Within the big picture, you need a detailed plan for each individual essay as it comes along. The key to successful planning is to work backwards from the hand-in date, allowing time for the various phases of research, drafting, polishing and so on.

				The student whose diary we looked at in Figure 2-1 needs to make a more detailed plan for the crunch points, as shown in Figure 2-2. The first one for her is Week 9, which in practice means looking backwards from the 2 hand-ins in this week to see how she can best manage the workload – and have time for relaxation. 

				Week 7 has no hand-ins, so is a good week to get ahead for the reading for the Linguistics essay. This is a long assignment, of 3,000 words, and the tutor expects each student to do a considerable amount of background reading. The two other assignments are different as they are written in the target language and are much shorter than the Linguistics essay. The essay in French is 700 words long and the Spanish one 500 words. 

				[image: 742907-fg0202.eps]

				Figure 2-2: Small scale planning on a typical diary page

				Another thing this student will need to bear in mind when planning is that by the time Week 9 arrives, she will be doing her third assignment in Spanish. In other words the tutor will have given feedback on the first and the second assignments, so the students will have a much clearer picture of what the tutor wants. You begin to get more confident about what is being asked of you and you have a better idea of how long it takes you to produce an assignment. So the student here can be pretty confident that if planning starts the previous weekend (Sunday afternoon, in fact, giving her time to recover from the party the night before!) the first draft of the essay can be written the next day and there will be time to revise and check it through before submitting on Friday. Similarly, there is a clear week available to plan, write, revise and check the second French assignment due in at the end of Week 8. 

				Given the workload that the Linguistics assignment involves, and the fact that it counts for 50 per cent of the final mark for this unit, it would be a good idea to allocate two Tuesdays, which for this student are free, to solid preparation and writing for this essay, and maybe the university library would be a good place to work. Three weeks should be adequate for our student to read, plan, write, revise and check through. She’ll have time to talk to fellow students about the essay, and even arrange to meet her tutor if she has questions. And time exists to change things around, deal with setbacks, and really enjoy life at university. It really is all doable!

				[image: Tip.eps]Build in slippage time, because things always take longer than you think. Something unforeseen always happens. Life has a habit of intervening and spoiling your beautifully laid plans. Building in some slack means that you can manage the blips better.

				Thinking half hours not whole hours

				You often imagine an entire day, or days, of writing, but the reality’s very different. 

				For a start, your brain needs a break to recharge. You often think that you need a good sleep or a decent meal, when in fact a ten-minute doze or a snack can keep you going very nicely, especially when writing gets tough.

				You may also be surprised how much you can do in the odd half hour. In this way, you can keep up to speed with your plan and even get ahead! Go on, try it. You may astonish yourself just how deeply you can think, how many ideas you can generate, how much you can actually commit to paper in a grabbed half-hour burst. This can be the way to crack the writing task. And in a difficult moment, you truly appreciate the previous productive half hours.

				Dividing work into manageable chunks

				Most tasks – and writing an essay’s one of them – can be chopped up into smaller bits that you find easier to do. Don’t set yourself a task that’s impossible, because you’re guaranteeing failure. Writing a section of an essay – a paragraph even – is achievable when sensibly matched to the amount of time at your disposal. The work you complete in half-hour chunks soon adds up. You tell yourself that you can do this little bit, you do it, and you give yourself a pat on the back. Then you feel able to move on to the next little bit.

				Rewarding yourself

				You deserve a treat: chocolate, 15 minutes listening to your current favourite band, a lazy soak in the bath, a delicious gossipy chat with a friend, more chocolate, whatever. But congratulate yourself when you’ve finished a chunk (of work, not chocolate). This way you’re associating writing an essay not with hard slog but with the pleasures in life and you’re giving yourself something to look forward to.

				[image: Tip.eps]Scale up the treats and spoil yourself when the whole essay’s finished. Promise yourself a good night out or something else you like doing. You’re worth it!

				Getting Help: Using Other Students as a Sounding Board

				Gone are the days when each student was expected to work in isolation. University spaces are now designed with break-out areas for teamwork, and university libraries are no longer silent cathedrals but have rooms that are designated discussion zones.

				Most lecturers nowadays assume that students get together and discuss assignments; indeed, many actively encourage it. The purpose of this is to focus and exchange views so that each individual can truly understand the scope of the essay and what’s required, and each can have his or her own take on the issue, confident that it’s within the remit of the topic.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]This doesn’t mean, of course, that you all end up writing the same thing! The purpose of discussing something with your classmates is to flesh out the parameters and work out what everyone’s views are. If you do work with a friend in the initial stages, make sure that you write up individually so that the two essays don’t end up too ‘samey’.

				Here are some ways you and your friend can help each other:

				[image: check.png] Check through lecture notes together and see whether your understanding of the key issues is similar. If not, why?

				[image: check.png] Exchange websites and book titles. You can save each other a lot of time researching journal articles and the like.

				[image: Tip.eps] Summarise the content briefly for one another – what may not be of great significance to you in your interpretation of the topic may be of immense value to your friend and his or her take on the subject, so every opportunity you have to exchange views and practical information helps you to firm up and deepen your own perspective.

				[image: check.png] Exchange scripts with a classmate at the proofreading stage (see Chapter 15) and use each other’s fresh pairs of eyes to pick out the little slips that unnecessarily mar your work. This is easier to ask if you’ve worked together at the start of the process and perhaps made a deal to support one another through it all. Having an arrangement like this also helps you to keep to your timetable, because you don’t want to let your classmate down.


				Remembering your tutor’s role

				If you’re having difficulty at any point in the process, whether with interpreting the title, getting going, keeping going or generating ideas, don’t forget that most tutors are happy to help you clarify your thoughts. Having to ask your tutor for help is no admission of failure. The majority of tutors want to help their students succeed; after all, reading and grading a pile of unsatisfactory essays is pretty soul destroying. The job’s usually a lot easier when the essays are good ones, so asking for pointers and suggestions is in both your and your tutor’s interests. So go on, send an email and make an appointment to get some help.



				Recognising What Helps You to Write

				When at last you hand in your essay, spend a few moments thinking about the experience and what you can take from it.

				[image: check.png] How much time did you give yourself to research and write the essay? Was it enough? How much time should you give yourself for the next one?

				[image: check.png] Where and when did you find it easiest to write? Try to recreate these circumstances for the next essay.

				[image: check.png] Think about the food you ate, the physical activity you undertook. Did this help or hinder? What might you change next time? 

				[image: check.png] Which of your friends do you like bouncing ideas off? Make a point of working with them again in the future if this relationship can work for you both.

				[image: check.png] What was your motivation? Was it the short-term promise of a good night out or the thought of being a step nearer your degree? Whatever it was, it worked.

				From this point on, you know how to look after yourself and can create the most supportive and stimulating atmosphere. So getting started on your next project and keeping motivated is easier, and, who knows, you may even relish the prospect of writing your next essay!

			

		

	


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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excellent pay and conditions, but many of these appear to hate their jobs.
Civil servants lie almost at the bottom of the league table, with solicitors
and various engineers and scientists not far behind.

Michael Rose of Bath University, who led the study, said a key element of
job satisfaction was the potential to work part-time and unsupervised. A
cleaner’s job may not appeal to all, but it has hidden perks. “You can trim
your hours and you don't have a supervisor breathing down your neck all
the time. You can sitin the boss's chair. . . if you feel like it,” he said. Petrol
pump attendants, too, had a choice of working part-time shifts with
relatively little direct supervision. One explanation offered for the high job
satisfaction rate of medical secretaries, who are at the top of the league
with 75% of them happy in their job, is that they are “doing something
useful”. Seeing thatyou are playing a key role in the delivery of healthcare
is very satisfying, despite the low pay scale of £8,000 — £15,000.

The study divides overall satisfaction into Material satisfaction such as
money, promotion and security, and Quality satisfaction, which involves
the job, relations with the boss and hours. Taxation experts and prison
officers score high marks for material satisfaction. The profile of
carpenters and ambulance staff is the opposite: high on quality and low on
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The report strongly warns against the rapid growth of telephone call
centres, noting that telephone staff register some of the lowest levels of
job satisfaction. It also gives a warning that many computer and
communications occupations also record “poor to dismal” levels of

job satisfaction.
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