Writing tips – Prof. Nichola Raihani, UCL

General
· Be clear; avoid jargon.

· Use your spell check!

· Know the difference between an effect (something that happens) and affect (a feeling – or making something happen).

· Use correct punctuation.

· Read through your essay (out loud may help): do the sentences actually make sense?

· Each sentence should make sense on its own even if read out of context of the rest of the essay.

· Only use the words 'but' or 'however' when there is a real contrast.

· Be consistent: use the same words for the same variables or terms in your essay or lab report (e.g. if you use 'subject' then stick with 'subject' and don't switch to 'participant').

· Be as concise as you can - does every sentence and every word have a purpose? Remove extraneous words and sentences. It is far better to be short and clear than long-winded and waffly. 

· For numbers one through ten, write out the full word. Thereafter, use the numbers (e.g. 11, 12).

· Where possible, avoid starting a sentence with a number, or a conjunction.

· If you use %, ensure it is clear what the number is a % of.

· Your essay should be understandable to someone like your parents or grandparents. Don't assume prior specialist knowledge.

Planning and Structure
· Answer the question that has been set not the question you want to answer.

· Have a clear plan or outline of the essay in your head. It should flow in a clear and logical manner. An unstructured list of all the facts you can find on a topic is unlikely to impress. 
· It is highly unlikely that you will be set a question where there is a definitive answer. Ensure you present both sides of an argument but don't be afraid to come down in favour of one position or the other.

· Writing a good essay is as much about knowing what to leave out as what to put in - not everything you have read or know will be relevant. Exercise good judgement. 

Paragraphs
· Each paragraph should convey a single idea or point. 

· The first sentence of the paragraph should encapsulate that point and subsequent sentences support, justify, expand or modify it.

· Paragraphs should flow logically on from one another. 

· A lazy reader should be able to get the gist of your essay only by reading the first sentences of each paragraph.

· Avoid using 'however' twice in the same paragraph.

· Subheadings between paragraphs can be helpful but don't overuse them.

Referencing
· Include appropriate citations for every fact. 

· You will get credit for showing evidence of additional reading. Use Google Scholar (or another web-based index) to search for papers that are relevant to the topic at hand. As well as the papers on the reading list, you might like to look at the papers that have subsequently cited those studies (there is a button for this on Google Scholar), and the studies cited by those papers. 

· Avoid regurgitating a series of facts from papers. This can give the impression that you have not understood the material well. Think about how the information you glean from the papers is relevant to the essay question and integrate accordingly. 

· Don't be afraid of "negatively" citing papers, by pointing out methodological flaws, or limits in the extent to which the data justify the claims being made. This is a very good way to show you have read and understood the material - and actually thought about it yourself!

· Don't be afraid to present your own ideas / opinions so long as they have some justification. Ensure that they are presented as such.

