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Describe the factors contributing to a well-written university 

essay. 

Introduction 

In many ways, academic writing is unlike any other writing, even writing 

which may seem of a similar formality, such as business or legal writing. The 

demands of academic writing are specific, and usually clearly defined by the 

particular university department or school that will assess it. However, 

these demands often seem unclear or hard to follow for many university 

students.  At the simplest level, the differences between academic writing 

and other writing are the expectations of the academics who will assess the 

paper. Therefore, it is essential for every university student to both know 

and practice the standard for writing expected at their institution.  

This essay will give a brief description of the main factors that contribute to 

a well-written university-standard essay. It will first explain the importance 

of an effective essay-writing process, and suggest stages to use in an essay’s 

development. It then goes on to highlight the factors that should be 

considered when attempting to structure an essay clearly. This paper 

explains the academic expectations of language to be used in university-

standard writing. Finally, it looks at the issue of plagiarism, why it is of 

critical importance to avoid it, and some methods for doing so. 

 

Process 

Some form or writing process is instinctive to any writer. As Oshimo and 

Hogue (1997, p.2) point out, 

… when you first write something down, you have already been 

thinking about what you are going to say and how you are going to say 

it. Then after you have finished writing, you read over what you have 

written and make changes and corrections. Therefore, writing is 

never a one-step action; it is a process that has several steps. 
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Further, many students today write on a computer, reading from the screen, 

editing and using their spell-checker to proofread as they go.  

However, a lot of the marks given to an essay depend on it being well 

thought out, well researched and easy to understand.  A university essay has 

to be based on solid and relevant research (with all references kept with 

sources to avoid plagiarism, discussed in more detail later), and it has to be 

matched to the expectations of the lecturer who will mark it. So, the first 

job of any student is to listen carefully to the guidance given by the tutor on 

their expectations and the functions for the assignment. The next step has 

to be reading the assignment carefully, moving on to checking the core 

issues in a standard textbook. Following this, further research appropriate 

to the disciplinary context needs to be done.   

Consequently, it is not enough for the process the student writer uses to be 

instinctive or intuitive. They need structure in their approach. Sound 

research will need to be planned. The content of the essay will need to be 

planned. The results of the writing will need to be checked, corrected and 

improved. So, the basic steps in the writing process are: planning, research, 

drafting and editing or revising. 

There may be some variety in the order of these steps. For instance, some 

students may feel that it is necessary to do research and develop greater 

knowledge before planning the structure of their essay, whereas others may 

prefer to begin with the planning stage in order to have some focus in their 

research. It is also quite common, and very helpful, if the initial planning 

stage is pre-empted by a free brainstorm, allowing the student to bring to 

the fore everything that they already know about the topic. 

Further, some stages may require repetition. Clearly, after editing, a second 

draft of the essay must be written. Quite commonly, further stages of 

editing and drafting may be carried out before a final draft is reached.  
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The positive impact of the writing process cannot be over-emphasised. In 

particular, a most vital stage is that of planning. As the next section 

describes, good essays need clear structure. In order to ensure that a clear 

structure is used, the student needs to take time to organise all of the 

information, known or researched, about the topic into a logical order. The 

planning stage allows this to happen. Further, without the stages of drafting 

and editing, even the best planned and structured essay can remain untidy, 

unclear and full of mistakes that will badly affect the eventual grade.  

However much the student edits on computer while going through the paper 

a final proof read can make significant improvements.   

Furthermore, the writing process goes beyond the final draft and even the 

grading of the paper. As the study skills pages of the Open University 

website say, ‘Your aim should be to do the best you can in the 

circumstances, to learn from the experience and benefit from your tutor's 

comments so that you can improve for the next time.’ 

 

Structure 

What often differentiates a good essay from a poor one is a structure. 

The structure needs to be both logical and clear. What might be 

obvious to you often remains only implicit.   (Taggart 1996) 

 

Taggart here clearly illustrates the core of how to make the student’s ideas 

clear to the marker: definite structure. This structure, if clearly presented, 

will allow the student’s argument or description to be presented in a logical 

and understandable order, enabling the reader to easily follow the points 

being made. Usually, this structure will be dictated by the process required 

by the essay question. Such processes can be identified by the key verb of 

essay questions (i.e. discuss, describe, explain, examine, etc.). For 

instance, a describe essay may be best written by presenting the items in a 

logical order (such as order of importance), whereas a discuss essay will 
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require the presentation of two sides of an argument, either point for point, 

or with all of one side presented followed by another. This essay structure 

will be followed in the main body of the essay.  

University skills sheets always emphasise to students the importance of 

academic writing having an introduction, main body and conclusion (For an 

example at this university see http://portal-

live.solent.ac.uk/services/studyassistance/resources/essay_writing.pdf).  As 

mentioned above, the main body of an essay is the place where the 

structure of the response to the essay question will be given. This is where 

the writer’s research will be presented and their own ideas explained and 

given evidence. An introduction will give background, set the scene for the 

paper and suggest the stages that the essay will go through. It will also 

define any specific terms of reference and outline any constraints on the 

content.  A good conclusion is a summary of the main points of the essay. It 

is also used to indicate the student’s final point of view in relation to the 

essay title.  

Going beneath the broader structure, each paragraph of an essay must 

function to take the ideas of the work forward. Trzeciak and Mackay (1999, 

p.61) list the properties of a paragraph as follows: 

a) A paragraph should deal with one main topic. 

b) The main topic may be expressed in a topic sentence… The topic 

sentence is often (but not always) the first sentence in a 

paragraph… 

c) The idea expressed is developed from one sentence to the next by 

sentences which add information closely related to the topic 

sentence. 

When reviewing work therefore it is important to check paragraphs to see 

both that they are working to carry the essay forward and also that they are 

not overlong and crammed with too many ideas. As a rule of thumb, there 

will normally be no more than four supporting sentences (of course this can 
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change depending on the topic being dealt with and the type of essay being 

written). 

 

Language 

Having seen the importance of the paragraph to express the flow of ideas in 

the essay, it follows that it is important to be able to use appropriate 

language to link paragraphs and make the whole work coherent. Marggraff 

Turley (2000, p.25) encourages the use of cohesive devices by saying, ‘once 

you get the hang of [linkage], you’ll be amazed at how much more 

integrated and polished your essays suddenly appear.’ Cohesive devices or 

linkage may be simply phrases to show the sequence of ideas (e.g. first, 

secondly, finally, as a final remark), or phrases that show logical connection 

between ideas, such as consequence (therefore, as a result), contrast (on 

the other hand, in comparison) or exemplification (for instance, an example 

of this is).  

Moreover, it is very important that a university essay uses only academic 

language. Oshimo and Hogue (1999, p.2) point out: 

Whenever you write, consider your specific audience, that is, the 

people who will read what you have written. Knowing your audience 

will help you to communicate clearly and effectively. In academic 

writing, your audience is primarily your professors and instructors. 

 

Therefore, the student must be clear in their mind as to what is considered 

academic language. As a simple definition, it is formal and is not 

conversational.  However, there are some specific requirements for writing 

to be appropriately formal. For instance, the student should not use the 

first person in their writing (that is using the words ‘I’, ‘me’ or ‘my’); their 

ideas should be presented objectively, rather than from personal opinion; 

academic writing uses the formal or ‘proper’ term, do not use the colloquial 
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or conversation term (e.g. ‘a meeting was arranged’, not ‘they thought 

they’d hook up’); contractions (such as ‘shouldn’t’, ‘weren’t’) should not be 

used.  

 

Referencing  

Finally, as well as the tools of a good writing process, clear structure and 

appropriate language, the need to reference correctly and avoid plagiarism 

is of great importance. The issue of the ownership of ideas and textual 

content is particularly critical in current times because of the common use 

of word processors and the Internet. The combination of these makes it easy 

for anyone to cut and paste the words and ideas of others into their essay. 

However, the use of another person’s words without attribution is 

plagiarism, and such plagiarism can lead to accusations of cheating or 

academic misconduct and eventually disciplinary action from the university 

authorities, even when the plagiarism is unintentional (Gibaldi 1999, p.30). 

As Gibaldi says (p.31), ‘You may certainly use other persons’ words and 

thoughts in your research paper, but the borrowed material must not seem 

your creation.’ 

For a university student, it is vital to have in mind that marks are given for 

the evidence that they bring to their writing. Consequently, it can only be 

common sense to want to reference work in an essay. When these are the 

original words of the author they must be given in a referenced quotation, 

with full details given in the bibliography at the end of the paper. 

Remembering to reference a quote is often the easy part. Most of the time, 

however, ideas have to paraphrased in order to get the material into the 

world limit and smooth the flow of the writing. Still, although the writing is 

now the student’s words, the ideas of the original author must be 

recognised, again with a reference. So, a core skill that all students must 

develop in their time at university is the ability to write in their own voice, 

but at the same time evidence the ideas of others.  
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Conclusion 

As previously stated, what differentiates university-standard writing from 

other forms are the expectations held by the academics who will assess the 

writing. These include the expectation that essays will be thoroughly 

planned, and clearly structured, making the arguments and ideas they 

provide easy to follow. There is also a very high expectation of the style of 

writing that will be used; it must meet academic standards in formality as 

well as cohesion. Further, all universities have a high-expectation that an 

essay will contain only the original work of its student, or that where the 

words or ideas of another are used, they will be accurately and thoroughly 

referenced. 

It is vital for all university students to be aware of these expectations and to 

be competent in the skills that are required in order to meet them. Without 

doing so, the students’ grades will suffer, and in the worst case they may 

face the danger of discipline over academic misconduct. 

In conclusion, it is worth repeating and emphasising that the components 

contributing to a well-written university essay need not make the writing 

harder or longer work. Indeed, if they are used properly and habitually, the 

structure and focus provided by the use of these components should make 

the writing easier and the grades awarded to the writing higher.  
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