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How to structure an essay effectively 

To my recollection, I have never been explicitly taught how to structure an essay. In 2012 I took a teacher training 

course at the Laycock Professional Development Centre in London. (I have forgotten the names of the two women who 

taught this – if it is you, please get in contact so I can credit you properly!) My mind was blown.  

I have since used their ideas to teach students aged 13-18 in the classroom and have developed my own method and 

resources below. These are all written by me, but pick up on common errors and mistakes I’ve spotted while teaching 

this material in the classroom. Please feel free to use these however you wish – they’re under a Creative Commons 

license. I ask only that you give credit and/or link to the site. 

I’d love to hear how you get on and all feedback and comments are gratefully received. 

AK 10/17/13 

NB These suggestions assume that you already have the content and the knowledge required to write an essay. I’m 

concerned here with how to structure an essay and how to best express a coherent, persuasive argument. 

 

1. Identify the type of question you have been set. 

There are, to my mind, two broad categories of essay question. Either the question explicitly includes a line of 

argument or it does not. 

a) Your essay question explicitly sets out a line of argument. 

Lucky you! In my opinion, a good essay question (teacher take note) supports students in forming their own argument. 

For example: 

“The character of Curley’s wife is emotionally flat and one-dimensional. Ultimately, the reader has no sympathy for her.” 

Discuss with reference to her appearance at different points in the novel. 

The question neatly sets you up to argue for or against; either you can argue that Curley’s wife is emotionally flat and 

one-dimensional, or you can argue that she is not. 

b) Your essay question does not explicitly set out a line of argument. 

More often than not, essay questions are not phrased like the one in (a) above. You are more likely to be faced with 

something more open-ended. A typical example would be: 

Explore the ways in which the theme of vanity is presented in Browning’s poem ‘The Bishop Orders his Tomb at St 

Praxed’s’. 

To answer this question well, you need to narrow the focus yourself. The best way I can think of doing this is to turn 

your title into a question that you can then ask yourself. For example: 

Why does Browning include the theme of vanity in his poem ‘The Bishop Orders his Tomb at St Praxed’s’? 

You can then think about some answers. Perhaps he is suggesting that being vain is foolish because we’ll all die 

eventually. Perhaps he means to show that mankind is always vain – both then and now. The point here is that you are 

starting to set up a line of argument which is crucial in a good essay. 
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2. Summarise your argument in one sentence. 

This is often called a thesis or a thesis statement. It should be crystal clear and no longer than one sentence. It should 

also be the first sentence of your essay. This is easier said than done.  I generally spend around 15 minutes getting this 

right because once it is right, your essay practically writes itself. 

This is English, so abandon the idea that there is somehow a ‘correct’ answer. There isn’t. What makes a good essay is 

the structure and quality of your argument. You will probably circle around your thesis statement and revise it a few 

times until it feels right to you. Here’s an example of my thought processes from a recent essay on Grimms’ Fairy Tales: 

- Heaven defend us from clever women 

- Clever = expression of wishing/wanting/desire 

- Female desire is not allowed 

When it finally clicked – after about 15 minutes sat at the computer following a day or two of mulling over ideas – I 

came up with the following: a number of these tales can be read as censoring female fantasy and desire. 

3. Come up with points that support your thesis statement. 

Next you want to think of evidence that supports your thesis statement. Think of as many ideas as you can. The total 

number of points you need will depend on how long your essay is supposed to be, but you should be able to summarise 

each point in a single sentence.  

4. Decide on the best possible order for your ideas. 

Select your strongest points. A strong point is one that absolutely supports your thesis statement. If it doesn’t, then 

either the point or the thesis needs to be refined. This will probably happen a few times. An essay is, after all, an 

organic beast. 

Really take time to consider the best order for your ideas. It is worth bearing in mind that best order for your ideas does 

not necessarily follow the chronology of the text you are writing about. As a rule of thumb, I save my killer point until 

last. You should end up with something like this: 

Thesis statement Khaled Hosseini’s ‘The Kite Runner’ stresses the importance of positive male role 
models in a boy’s life. 

Point 1 At the start of the novel, Amir’s father expresses his dissatisfaction with his son, 
leading Amir to feel that he is lacking. 

Point 2 In fact, Baba goes one step further and shows preference to Hassan – the servant boy 
– creating feelings of resentment and inferiority in Amir. 

Point 3 Amir’s later decision to return to Afghanistan is made at Rahim Khan’s request, 
confirming the reader’s suspicion that Rahim Khan is more of a father to Amir than the 
man he calls ‘Baba’. 

Point 4 With the narrator’s eventual adoption of Sohrab, Amir learns that he must become a 
strong role model to ensure a positive future for the traumatised child. 

 

This is essentially an essay in note form. You have a complete argument, each step of which fits with your thesis 

statement. Now you can start writing! 

 

5. Avoid waffle. 

Waffle is very common. It shouldn’t be – it wastes your word count and makes your argument woolly. Very common 

examples of waffle include: 
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a) Warming Up 

I liken these to the stretches athletes do before they start a race. Here are some common examples: 

 

‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’ was published in 1865 by Charles Dodgson using the pen name ‘Lewis Carroll’. 

 

‘Through the Looking Glass’ is a fascinating example of literature which has interested readers for many decades. 

 

Comments like these do not add to your argument. They are not very interesting either, given that the reader of 

your essay has almost certainly read the book or, more often than not, taught you the material themselves. If you 

find this sort of thing helpful in warming up your writing muscles, by all means write this to begin with. But don’t 

forget to delete it before you hand it in! 

 

b) Regurgitation 

Many essays (including, tragically, the entire text of my undergraduate dissertation) are descriptive rather than 

analytical. Take a look at the following: 

 

In ‘The Fisherman and his Wife’, the wife makes repeated requests of both her husband and the enchanted 

flounder, wishing first for a cottage, then a castle, and ultimately control over the sun itself. 

 

Recapping or summarising the story in your own words is a waste of time and generally the author wrote it more 

eloquently in the first place. Instead, use quotations from the text to support your points and endeavour to explain 

to your reader why the text has been written in this way. An example could be: 

While the fisherman calls his wife “tiresome”, it is perhaps more interesting that the elements themselves react to 

her – the sea grows dark and stormy, running “mountains high” – stressing that her wishes are unnatural. 


