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HOW SHOULD YOU PRESENT AND STRUCTURE AN ESSAY? DISCUSS. 
 

Rupert Gethin 

 

[Introduction] 

 

What follows is an essay on how to present and structure essays. The essay falls into 

two main parts: the first focuses on presentation, the second on structure. Moreover, 

the essay aims not merely to tell you what might constitute good presentation and 

structure, it aims to illustrate good practice in its own presentation and structure. 

 

Under the heading of ‘presentation’ I shall consider margins, font size, line spacing, 

the placing of note reference marks, paragraph separation, words in foreign 

languages, quotations, and the citation of sources in notes and final bibliographies. 

The second part of the essay on ‘structure’ will look at the basic structure of 

‘introduction, main body, conclusion’, and consider some points that help in 

structuring an argument in the context of the main body of the essay. 

 

[Part I: Presentation] 

 

Before we look at the specifics of presentation, it is worth reminding ourselves of the 

general point: presentation matters; failure in presentation will result in the loss of 

marks. 

 

You should make sure you use generous margins so that when your essay is marked, 

the marker can write comments and corrections in the margins: three centimetres left 

and right, and two and a half top and bottom is about right. You should set the line 

spacing to one and a half and use a 12 point font—certainly no smaller than 11 

point—for the main text of your essay. Of course, endnotes and footnotes can and 

should be in a smaller font size.1 Footnote (and endnote) reference marks should 

come after punctuation marks (as in the example of footnote 1), but by way of further 

                                                
1 This is an example of the footnote font size: 10 point. Footnotes can be single spaced. 
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example here is a footnote reference mark after a comma,2 and another after a semi-

colon;3 I think that’s enough on where to put footnote reference marks. 

 

Paragraph breaks are best made by leaving a blank line between paragraphs as 

illustrated here; there is no need to indent the first line of a new paragraph.  

 

If you use technical terms in a foreign language such as Latin, Greek, Hebrew, 

Arabic, Sanskrit, Pali or Chinese you should put these in italics. There follow a few 

examples. In what I write I’m always using Pali and Sanskrit technical terminology. 

I’m currently writing a book about the theory of Buddhist meditation; one of the 

words for ‘meditation’ in Pali is jhåna, and a word for ‘mind’ is citta. An ancient 

Greek word that is sometimes translated ‘soul’ is psyche. The original Greek word 

that modern English translations of the New Testament give as ‘love’ is agap„; the 

latter was translated into Latin as caritas, and that is why the King James translation 

of the New Testament in fact uses the word ‘charity’ rather than ‘love’. 

 

There is no universally accepted convention for citing sources in notes and 

bibliographies, but whichever system you adopt you should use it consistently. What 

follows below conforms to the recommended departmental conventions which are 

based on those of the MHRA (Modern Humanities Research Association) and should 

always be used unless a lecturer has provided an alternative full system which is more 

appropriate to his or her subject. For further details please consult the MHRA Style 

Guide: A Handbook for Authors, Editors and Writers of Theses (Leeds: Modern 

Humanities Research Association, 2008), normally available in the University branch 

of Waterstones (£6) and available on-line free as a PDF file from 

http://www.mhra.org.uk/Publications/Books/StyleGuide/index.html. 

 

 It is essential that when you quote directly from a source this is acknowledged with a 

precise reference to the source in a note. Indirect paraphrases of or references to an 

author’s argument should also be given a note. Notes may appear (1) in brackets in 

                                                
2 This note is simply here to illustrate that you should put footnote reference marks after punctuation 
marks. It has no other purpose. 
3 Nothing worth noting here. Of course, this is not a very good way to make use of footnotes. 
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the body of an essay, (2) all together at the end of an essay/dissertation (endnotes) or 

(3) at the bottom of each page (footnotes). 

 

If the reference is short and to a standard text such as the Bible it is often convenient 

to give it in brackets in the body of the essay; for example, the Christian 

understanding of love is famously set out by St Paul (I Corinthians 13.1–2); the 

Hindu conception of rebirth is famously summed up by K®∑ˆa (Bhagavadg¥tå II.22).  

 

In other cases, the first time you cite a particular book, chapter, or journal article in 

the notes, you should give the bibliographical details in full. Books should be cited in 

notes by way of the author, title (in italics), place of publication, publisher and date of 

publication.4 

 

Individually authored chapters which are taken from an edited book should be cited 

by way of the author of the chapter and title (in inverted commas) of the chapter, the 

editor and title (in italics or underlined) of the book, the place of publication, 

publisher and date of publication, year of publication and page numbers.5 Articles 

which are taken from a journal should be cited by way of the author and title (in 

inverted commas) of the article, the journal title (in italics or underlined), volume 

number, year of publication and page numbers.6 If you are quoting from one page 

from within an article or book chapter set out as in the following note.7  

 

Subsequent references to books, chapters, articles cited previously should not include 

full bibliographical details, and can be given either in a note8 or in the body of the text 

in brackets: thus I’m sure Altizer’s point (Contemporary Jesus, p. 37) is very 

significant, though quite what his point is escapes me at the moment. If you are 

                                                
4 T. Altizer, The Contemporary Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1998), p. 4. 
5 D. Bankier, ‘German Public Awareness of the Final Solution’, in The Final Solution: Origins and 
Implementation ed. by D. Cesarani (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 112–140. 
6 J. Shakespeare, ‘Religion and Politics in mid-Tudor England Through the Eyes of an English 
Protestant Woman: The Recollections of Rose Hickman’, The Bulletin of Historical Research, 55 
(1982), 94–102. 
7 J. Shakespeare, ‘Religion and Politics in mid-Tudor England Through the Eyes of an English 
Protestant Woman: The Recollections of Rose Hickman’, The Bulletin of Historical Research, 55 
(1982), 94–102 (p. 94). 
8 Shakespeare, ‘Religion and Politics’, pp. 7–9. 
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referring to exactly the same page referred to in the preceding note, you can use 

‘Ibid.’. If you are citing a book, etc., that you yourself have not actually seen and 

checked in the original, you must cite your actual source.9 Failure to this could leave 

you open to the charge of plagiarism. 

 

A full bibliography of works used in writing the essay/dissertation must appear at the 

very end of your essay in alphabetical order of authors’ surnames.  

Full bibliographical details of all books, chapters and articles should be given in the 

same way as in the notes, except that authors’ surnames should be given first, 

followed by their initials (or full name): Altizer, T., The Contemporary Jesus 

(London: SCM Press, 1998), etc. 

 

An alternative system of citation you can use is the ‘Author-Date’ system: works 

should be cited using only the author’s surname and the date of publication followed 

by page references, either in brackets in the body of the essay so (Anderson 1999, 

28), or as in the following note.10 In the final bibliography full bibliographical details 

should be given, including the full title; for an example of an author-date final 

bibliography, see the end of this essay.  

 

Finally in this first part on presentation, I should say something about how to give 

quotations. Earlier I commented that ‘the Hindu conception of rebirth is famously 

summed up by K®∑ˆa’. Well, that’s one way of giving a quotation: if it’s a short 

quotation (less than forty words) put it straight into the body of your essay introduced 

with single quotation marks. Long quotations (over forty words) should generally be 

given in a separate indented paragraph in a slightly smaller font size. Here’s an 

example of a longish quotation (seventy-seven words to be precise) from the 

Brahmajåla Sutta, a Buddhist text from the Pali Canon: 

 

I am Brahmå, the Great Brahmå, the Supreme One, the Mighty, the All-seeing, the 

Ruler, the Lord of all, the Maker, the Creator, the Chief of all, appointing to each his 

                                                
9 And example: Max Müller, Selected Essays on Language Mythology and Religion, p. 201, as quoted 
in Carol S. Anderson, Pain and its Ending: the Four Noble Truths in the Theravåda Buddhist Canon 
(Richmond: Curzon, 1999), p. 178. 
10 Shakespeare 1982; 7–9, Altizer 1998, 37; Bankier 1994, 112–14; Anderson 1999, 28. 
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place, the Ancient of days, the Father of all that are and are to be. These other beings 

are of my creation. And why is that so? A while ago I thought, ‘Would that they might 

come!’ And on my mental aspiration, behold the beings came.11 

 

So, that’s about it as far as presentation is concerned. Let’s now turn to structure. 

 

[Part II: Structure] 

 

Like presentation, good structure is essential if you want to get high marks; a well 

structured essays allows the reader to follow what it is you are trying to say. The 

basic structure of an essay revolves around three things: (1) introduction, (2) main 

body, (3) conclusion. 

 

In brief, an introduction should highlight the structure of your essay, and set out how 

you intend to answer the question set. In effect, the introduction operates rather like a 

contents page of a book: it tells the reader how you have divided up the topic and 

structured your essay. For this reason, while you may well draft your introduction 

before you write the rest of your essay, it is often a good idea to return to your 

introduction and consider your overall structure when you have finished the basic 

draft of your essay. 

 

The main body of your essay tackles the specifics of the question. In order to 

structure the main body you must pay particular attention to the question. Often there 

are basic clues on how to structure an essay in the question. Many questions in effect 

invite you to consider two (or more) sides of an argument: ‘To what extent … ?’ 

‘How far do … ?’ ‘ “This alone is the truth of the matter.” Discuss.’ Even if you feel 

fairly sure of the line you want to take, put yourself in the position of someone trying 

to argue the opposite or some other position and try to think of the sorts of arguments 

that he or she might come up with.  

 

                                                
11 T. W. and C. A. F. Rhys Davids, Dialogues of the Buddha, 3 vols (London: Pali Text Society, 1899–
1921), I 31. 
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There are various things you can do to try to improve your awareness of structure. 

Order your thoughts and try to group ideas. Try to avoid ending up with a random list 

of points joined together implicitly or explicitly by some such statement as ‘and 

another thing …’. Think about the sequence in which you present ideas and try to 

group all points relating to one topic together; try to avoid introducing some topic, 

meandering into some other topic and then coming back to the first. If you use such 

words as ‘therefore’, make sure that what you say next really does follow from what 

you have just said. 

 

Think about your audience: who are you writing for? It is often better to think of your 

reader not as your lecturer or tutor, but as someone who may not know very much 

about the question. If you have your tutor in mind as the reader, it is all too easy to 

fall into the trap of thinking, ‘If it’s not quite clear, Dr so-and-so will understand what 

I’m trying to say and fill in the gaps.’ If, however, you think of yourself as having to 

explain a topic to another student on the course who perhaps hasn’t done the same 

reading as you, it forces you to think more carefully about how to introduce and 

explain the topic. 

 

At various strategic points in the essay, remind your reader where you are in your 

overall structure by using such phrases as ‘First … Secondly …’, ‘Turning now to 

…’, ‘Before we move on to …’, ‘Finally …’. Sometimes it helps to use headings and 

subheadings to signal changes of topic. Even if you don’t use these explicitly, they 

should be there implicitly. (In this essay I have put the main headings in square 

brackets.) One simple test you can do after you have written your essay is to try to 

reduce it to a number of main headings with bullet points that reveal a basic 

structure.12 If you can’t, something has gone wrong. 

 

So, finally in our discussion of structure we come to the conclusion. If an introduction 

sets out the contents of the essay that is to follow, the conclusion should summarise 

the main points. If your conclusion introduces some new idea or point that you have 

previously not mentioned, again something has gone wrong. Rather the conclusion 

                                                
12 See Appendix: Essay Reduced to Main Headings & Bullet Points. 
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should briefly sum up the main points of your essay and what you think what you 

have presented adds up to. 

 

[Conclusion] 

 

I hope then in the foregoing to have set out basic guidelines for presenting your 

essays, and provided you with some tips for structuring your essays. This particular 

discussion does not lead to a single overarching conclusion. What we have seen, I 

hope, is that consistent attention to various details and conventions of presentation 

will result in good presentation, while ordering and dividing your essay – at least 

notionally – into different parts, each consisting of various subdivisions and headings, 

should make for good structure. 

 

 

2483 words (including notes and bibliography). 
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APPENDIX: ESSAY REDUCED TO MAIN HEADINGS & BULLET POINTS. 
ESSAYS: PRESENTATION AND STRUCTURE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
2 parts: 

1. Presentation: various aspects – margins, etc. 
2. Structure: introduction, main body, conclusion 

 
PART I: PRESENTATION 

1. Margins 
2. Font size (main text, notes) 
3. Position of note reference marks (after punctuation marks) 
4. Paragraph breaks (blank line) 
5. Technical terms in foreign languages (italics) 
6. References to sources 

• in notes 
• in final bibliographies 
• Author-Date system 

7. Quotations (quotation marks/separate paragraph) 
 
PART II: STRUCTURE 

1. Introduction – ‘contents’ 
2. Main body 

• the question 
• different sides (argument) 
• order and group ideas/points  
• audience 
• signal progress through the structure 

3. Conclusion – ‘summary’ 
 
CONCLUSION 

1. Presentation: consistently following conventions 
2. Structure: main divisions; subdivisions, etc. 


