
How effective structure supports reasoned argument in essays1

1 Read the assessment task carefully because a topic or discipline often requires a different structure. And 
always	
�
   remember	
�
   the	
�
   golden	
�
   ‘creativity	
�
   rule’	
�
   —	
�
   all	
�
   rules	
�
   are	
�
   meant	
�
   to	
�
   be	
�
   broken,	
�
   it’s	
�
   just	
�
   that	
�
   you	
�
   first	
�
   need	
�
   
to know them!
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Background

Section: 
context/
theory

paragraph
paragraph

Analyse/	
�
   
evaluate

Section:
1st issue

paragraph
paragraph

Analyse/	
�
   
evaluate

Section:
2nd issue

paragraph
paragraph

Analyse/	
�
   
evaluate

Section:
3rd issue

paragraph
paragraph

Discipline/field

Underlying question

Topic

State	
�
   your	
�
   conclusion/evaluation/researched	
�
   
thesis,	
�
   based	
�
   on	
�
   your	
�
   findings	
�
   

Consider the implications of your evaluation 
for	
�
   the	
�
   debate/problem	
�
   in	
�
   your	
�
   discipline/field

Introduce	
�
   discipline/field/context	
�
   and	
�
   topic
Why	
�
   is	
�
   this	
�
   topic	
�
   interesting	
�
   from	
�
   the	
�
   perspective	
�
   of	
�
   the	
�
   discipline/field?

[also consider how interested you are in the topic]

Focus
As necessary, indicate relevant debate, previous research, 

problem,	
�
   definitions,	
�
   scope	
�
   in	
�
   time	
�
   &	
�
   place,	
�
   etc

Signpost structure of argument
Tell	
�
   the	
�
   reader	
�
   the	
�
   sequence	
�
   of	
�
   your	
�
   sections/

issues in the body of your essay
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Indicate thesis statement  
(your main line of argument)
Indicate your answer to the 

underlying question

Paragraph structure

1 paragraph
 = 1 main idea 

=	
�
   100/150/200	
�
   words

Topic sentence 
(the main idea in the 
paragraph; feeds into 

section/issue)

Supporting sentences 
(evidence,	
�
   examples)

Concluding/linking	
�
   
sentence

Roughly, 
10–15%	
�
   
of essay 
length

Roughly, 
80%	
�
   of	
�
   
essay 
length

Roughly, 
5–10%	
�
   

of essay 
length

Draw	
�
   together	
�
   your	
�
   findings/analysis	
�
   from	
�
   
each section of your argument


	1. Introduction: visual thinking to work out ideas
	2. Planning in time
	2.1	Planning your semester’s work in a course
	2.2	Clarifying the big picture
	2.3	The multi-layered timetable
	2.4	Implementing your intentions

	3. Before you start: recognising academic argument and its importance
	3.1	Weighing up the role of argument
	3.2	What do lecturers mean by ‘argument’? 

	4. Topic analysis: predicting argument
	4.1	Relevance to the topic
	4.2	Where’s the focus?
	4.3	Analysing a given topic
	4.4	Making up your own topic and then tackling it

	5. Reading and research: developing argument
	5.1	Ensuring a focused thesis statement
	5.2	Stages of thesis-building
	5.3	Searching for sources
	5.4	Reading efficiently
	5.5	Taking notes from reading
	5.6   Acknowledging sources 
	5.7	Writing an annotated bibliography
	5.8	Critical reviews

	6. Structure: communicating argument
	6.1	The anthropomorphic (‘human-shaped’) outline
	6.2	The introduction
	6.3	Paragraphing
	6.4	Structuring a compare–contrast essay
	6.5	Mindmapping to organise the body of your essay
	6.6	The conclusion
	6.7	Redrafting for structural coherence

	7. Academic style: the language of argument
	7.1	Audience — an invisible crowd!
	7.2	Degrees of endorsement
	7.3	Some common academic practices
	7.4	Gender-inclusive pronouns
	7.5	Editing and proofreading

	8. Links to more resources for visual thinking
	8.1	Multiple intelligences (MI)
	8.2	Graphic organisers (such as diagrams, etc)


