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Project and Essay Writing Guideline 

Introduction 

This paper gives a general introduction to the skill of writing essays/projects. It outlines the 

complete process, starting with topic research, through the essay plan and finally, to the writing 
stage. It also contains a section on academic conventions, which should be adhered to to 

achieve a good mark. A sample essay question on stress is used as a model throughout the 
paper. 

Essentially there are three phases or stages in the preparation of a project or essay which are 
detailed below; 

Stages of Project and Essay Preparation 

1. The Thinking Phase 

Definition of topic 
Audience 

2. The Writing Phase 

Researching the topic 

Main components of an essay 
Evaluation and editing 

3. The Organisation Phase 
Quotations 

Paraphrasing and plagiarism 
References 

Bibliography 

Avoiding sexist language 

Note: The framework for this paper is taken from the Open University (Marshall and Rowland, 
1993) 
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Project and Essay Writing Guideline 

The Thinking Phase 

Definition of Topic 

This involves analysing the topic or topics given, firstly, to decide which one to select and 

secondly, to evolve a structure for the essay. This can be done more easily by working through 

the following questions, taking the sample essay question on stress as a guide. 

Examine the general categories of stressors that can be experienced by an individual at 
work and describe the likely consequences of prolonged stress levels for that individual. 

(a) What is the topic about? 

Ensure that you fully comprehend the wording of the question(s). This involves an 

understanding of: 

• The phrasing of the question. If in doubt, consult a dictionary or ask the lecturer for a fuller 
explanation. A list of favourite directive words is contained in Table 1 on page 4. 

• The assumptions that underlie the question. 

With reference to the sample question on stress, the key words are examine and describe. 
This involves giving a detailed account of the subject matter, incorporating a range of viewpoints 

and investigating the implications. The assumptions underlying the question are that individuals 
are likely to suffer from some stress at work and that this stress will have a number of possible 

outcomes. The question does not state whether these outcomes are positive or negative, and so 
both must be addressed in the answer. 

(b) What are the main points of the topic? 

Generally speaking, some due is given in the question as to the main areas the lecturer expects 

to be covered in the answer. From our example it is obvious that each of the main categories of 
stressor must first be described in detail before discussing their implications for the individual. 

However, if a topic heading such as stress is given with a free choice, a different approach may 
be adopted. Clearty you need to compile a list of the main points that you might address in your 
answer. Some of these are likely to come from your own knowledge and experience, and some 
from your lecture notes or recommended texts. Such a list may be diagrammed as in Figure 1 , 
pages. 
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Table 1: Favourite Directive Words 

'When I use a word' Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, 'it means just what I choose 

it to mean - neither more nor less'. Lewis Carroll 

Analyse 

Argue 
Compare 

Criticise 

Define 

Describe 

Discuss 
Enumerate 

Evaluate 

Examine 
Explain 
Illustrate 

Interpret • 

Justify 

Outline/ 
Summarise 
Prove 

Review 
State 
Trace 

Show the essence of something, by breaking it down into its component parts 

and examining each part in detail 

Present the case for and/or against a particular proposition 

look for similarities and differences between propositions 

Giv.e your judgement about the merit of theories or opinions about the truth of 

facts, and back your judgement by a discussion of the evidence 

Set down the precise meaning of a word or phrase. Show that the 
distinctions implied in the definition are necessary 

Give a detailed account of the topic 
Investigate or examine by argument, give the reasons for and against 

List or specify and describe 

Make an a~ of worth of the topic in right of its apparent truth or 
usefulness, include your personal opinion 
Present in depth and investigate the impfications 

Make plain, interpret and account for in detail 

Explain by use of concrete examples, or by the use of a figure or diagram 

Bring out the meaning of, and make clear usually by also giving your own 
judgement 

Give adequate grounds for decisions or conclusions 

Give the main details of a subject, omitting the minor details 
Demonstrate truth or falsity by presenting evidence 

Make a critical survey or the subject 
Specify fully and cleariy 
Identify and describe the development or history of a topic from some 
point of origin 

Adapted from Mashal and Rowland (1993) 
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THEORIES 
PHYSIOLOGY CAUSES 

COPING STRESS PERSONALITY 

INTERVENTIONS CONSEQUENCES 
OEFiNmON 

Figure 1: Possible Main Points for an Essay on Stress 

From here you can elaborate and expand upon each of the main points, listing related tenns and 

headings. Again, you can obtain these from texts, or by consulting subject 

dictionaries/thesauruses. With an unstructured assignment. you can use such a diagram to help 
you decide the main theme or approach for your essay. See Figure 2 below. 

PHYSIOLOGY 
Hormonal Response 
Immune System 

COPING 
Types of 
Healthy 
Unhealthy 

INTERVENTIONS 
Personal Strategies 
Organisational Strategies 

THEORIES 
Seyte (1956) 
Lazarus ( 19 ) 

STRESS 

DERNITION 

Figure 2: Expanded Main Poinls for an Essay on Stress 
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CAUSES 
Organisational 
Extraorganisational 
ln<ftvidtial 

PERSONALITY 
Type A Behaviour 
Locus of Control 
Self esteem 

CONSEQUENCES 
Physical 
Psychological 
Behavioural 

< 
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(c} Imposing a Structure 

This involves organising the elaborated and expanded points into a logical order. You must 

decide which points to include and which to omit. If you have been given an essay title, this 
should be a relatively easy task. Referring back to our sample question, we would select only 

those points that are directly relevant; the main stressors experienced, and the implications of 

these. Remember to consider the directive words contained in the question; are you required to 
summarise, discuss, describe etc., when selecting the material for the essay. 

The Audience 

Who will read your essay or project? It is generany recommended that you write in a· style 

accessible to all , including those who do not have an in depth understanding of your particular 
topic. This will require that you write simply and clearfy, structure your work and define aU 

technical terms and jargon. Do not make any assumptions about the knowledge or telepathic 
abirrties of the reader. 

The Writing Phase 

In order to produce a satisfactory piece of work, write at least one rough draft. At this point, 
grammar, punctuation and organisation are not particularfy important. However, this draft should 
contain three main sections, a general introduction, a main section (body text} and a conclusion. 

Researching the Topic 

Once you have decided up on the theme of the essay and the main points that you intend to 
include, the next step is research the topics. This involves the collection of all relevant source 
material. There are a number of sources for this material, the most obvious being lecture notes 

and course textbook(s}. However, in many cases, these wiU not be sufficient, and you will need 
to consult additional material. This can be found in libraries. It is easy to become distracted by 

the amount of information available on particular areas, so it is important to keep the definition 
and structure of the topic in mind at an times to avoid the inclusion of irrelevant information. 
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Using the Library 

Books, journals, newspapers and theses are possible sources of inf onnation that you will find in 

a library. You can search for information by topic, key words or author either by using an on­
line computer or by asking the librarian for assistance. 
Library collections are arranged by subject content according to the Dewey Decimal 
Classification system. Each item is given a dassification number (noted on the spine of Books) 
which reflects its subject and items are arranged on the shelves in classification number order. 

Main Components of an Essay 

All essays should comprise of a general introduction, a main section and a conclusion. . 

Introduction 

The introduction is basicaUy an outline of the essay. The idea is to catch the readers' attention 
and ensure that they will read on. It should include a definition of the topic and the main points 

you are going to describe, discuss or argue identifying the main themes to be covered in the 

main part of your essay or project. 

Main Section 

This is where you present the main points of your essay. Firstly, you need to decide which 
points you will include and how you will order them. You can draw up a provisional essay plan at 
this point. Each point can be written up as a separate section containing one or more 

paragraphs. A paragraph illustrates (with definitions, examples etc.) one key idea that is 
relevant to the main point. 

Once you are happy with the order and composition of the sections you can then clarify the links 
between them using subheadings or pointers such as 

• However .... 
• Following on from .... 
• Having discussed X, I win now consider ..... 

The essay should flow, rnovi~ smoothly from one paragraph and section to the next. It is often 
helpful if you include your plan or a table of contents at the beginning to clarify the structure for 
yourself and your reader. An example of such a plan is given on page 7. 
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Conclusion 

The conclusion is important because it rounds off the essay. It is where the material 
considered in the main body of the essay is summarised and reflected upon. It should be related 
to the introduction and can include your personal opinion and suggestions. No new material or 
points should be raised in the conclusion. 

TOPIC: Examine the general categories of stressors that can be experienced by 
an individual at work and describe the likely consequences of prolonged stress 
levels for that individual. 

INTRODUCTION 

1f 

MAIN POINT (A) 

Views of Stress 

1. Physiological 

2. Psychological 

3. Job Stress 

Summary and 
. 

Identification of 
Categories 

CONCLUSION 

Definition of Stress 
Vtews of Stress 
General Categories of Stressor 
Consequences of Stress 

MAIN POINT (B) 

Categories 

1. Organisational 

2. Home-Work 
Interface 
Life Stress 

3. Individual 

Evaluation of 
categories and 
their impact 

' 

Summary of Main Points 
PersonalCondusions 
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MAIN POINT (C) 

Consequences 

1. Physical 

2. Behavioural 

-
3. Psychological 

Summary of 
impact 
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Evaluation, Editing and Proofreading 

This is where the rough draft is checked and rewritten to produce the finished product It is part 
of the task of project/ essay writing to adhere to the recommended length. Therefore, you should 
evaluate everything you have written in the context of the project/essay title. Overly long essays 
are inappropriate and will be penalised accordingly. Check spelling, grammar and presentation. 
All essays/projects must be typed, and presented in accordance with College requirements. 

The Organisation Phase 

Sequence of Elements in a Project or Essay 

The following points illustrate the appropriate order for each element of your project or essay. 

• Project Cover Sheet 
• Table of Contents 
• Introduction 
• Main Body 
• Conclusion 
• Bibliography 
• Appendices 

Project Cover Sheet 

The main purpose of this sheet is to clearly indicate your name, class. year. subject title and 
project topic. It is vital that you complete this form thoroughly and legibly and attach it securely 
to your project/essay. 

Table of Contents 

The table of contents may not be necessary for every project or essay • it simply provides the 
reader with a list of the contents of the project/essay and may incficate the relevant page 
number. 
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Introduction 

For more details about the introduction see page 6 of this document. 

Main Body 

For more details about the main body see page 7 of this document. 

Conclusion 

For more details about the condusion see page 7 of this document. 

Referencing 

Academic conventions regarding referencing have their origin in the reporting of scientific 
information. They are designed, for the most part, to assist you in the clear and accurate 
communication of material. It is important that you write to these conventions from the beginning 
so that eventually they will become second nature. 

Paraphrasing and Plagiarism 

Paraphrasing refers to taking the ideas, words or work of another, putting it into your own words 
and crediting the source. This is acceptable academic practice provided you ensure that aedit is 
given to the author. 
Plagiarism refers to copying the ideas and work of another and '!'isrepresenling it as your own. 
This is completely unacceptable <fnd is prohibited in all academic institutions. It is a serious 
offence and may result in a fail grade and/or disciplinary action. 

All sources that you use in your writing must be acknowledged and included in the 

reference/bibliography section 

Plagiarism is generally easily identified by the lecturer, either through a change in writing style, 
the inclusion of irrelevant material or through familiarity with the source text. If a particular piece 
of writing proves difficult to paraphrase, or you want to indude it in its original form, then it must 
be enclosed in quotation marks. 
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Textual References 

When ref ering to the work of another author within the text of your projecVessay you must give 

the autho~s surname and the date the work was published. Full details for each source are then 
given in the bibliography at the end of the essay. This method has the advantage that the flow of 
writing is not interrupted through having to refer to footnotes or endnotes. 

Examples of referencing within the text 

Single author 

Smith (1990) holds that absenteeism in Irish workplaces is on the increase. 

Single author, multiple publications in different years 
Smith (1978) believes that.... 
Smith (1990) disagrees with .... 

Single author, multiple publications in the same year 
Smith {1978a) believes that.... 
Smith (1978b) disagrees with .... 

Different authors, present by year order 

Smith (1978) and Anderson (1981) both concur that.... 

Two authors 

Smith and Peters (1981) propose .... 

Three or more authors 

Smith et al (1978) argue that.... 

Quotations 

You use quotations when you want to illustrate concepts, add flavour to your work or analyse a 
quotation in depth (such as when it is given as the topic to discuss.) There are two types of 
quotation - short and long - and these are presented in different ways. 
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Short Quotations 

These comprise of no more than a few words and are included in the text. You must enclose 
them in quotation marks and give the name of the author, year and page number, 

Nor1hedge (1993:149) describes lhe purpose of essays as "to help you consolidale what you have been studyWlg." 

Long Quotations 

Long quotations are set apart from the text usuany by missing a line below and above the quote. 

They are indented and are referenced in the same way as short quotations. For example: 

lvancevich and Matteson (1987:8-9) define stress as; 

"an adaptive response, mediated by individual differences and/or psychological processes, that is a 

consequence of any external (environmental) action, situation, or event that places excessive 
psychological and/or physiological demands upon a person." 

Bibliography 

The bibliography is a list of all the books, journals, speeches etc that you daim to have studied 
for the purposes of your essay or that you have directly referred to in the text. An accurate and 

thorough bibliography is an essential academic requirement The bibfK>graphy is always 
presented in alphabetical order. 

How to reference books in the bibliography 

• The author/editor's name (surname first) 
• Year of pubfication 

• Titie of book (underlined or in itafics) 
• Pubfication details 
• Page reference 
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Table 3: Examples of Typical Bibliography Entries 

Example {a) Books 
lvancevich, J. M. and Matteson, M. T. (1987) Organisational behaviour and Management 
Business Publications Inc. Texas 

Example {b) For Chapters in Edited Books 

Payne, R. and Pugh, D.S. (1976) 'Organisational Structure and Cfirnate', in M. D. Dunnette (ed.), 

Handbook of Industrial and Organisational Psychology Rand McNally: Chicago 

How to reference journals in the bibliography 

• The author/editor's name (surname first) 
• Year of publication 

• Title of Article 
• Title of Journal (undertined or in italics) 
• Volume 

• Issue 
• Pages 

Example (c) For Journal Articles 

Beehr, T. A. (1986) "The Current Debate about Job Stress• Journal of Organisational Beha'Wour 
Management Fall/Winter pp. 5-18 

Maclachlan, R. (1996) "Transformed and Geared Up" People Management IPD, Vfj 2No18., 
pp.26-27. 
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How to reference government publications in the bibliography 

• The Government Department 
• Year 

• Title 
• Publishing Details 

Example (d) Government Publications and Reports 
Central Statistics Office (1991) Labour Force Survey Stationary Office: Dublin 

How to reference oral infonnation in the bibliography 

• Speaker 
• Year 

• TiUeff opic 
• Location 

Example (e) Oral Information 

From a Lecture 

McGinn (1994) 'Perception in Organisations'. Lecture. NCIR, 7 November. 

From an Interview 

Smith, B. (1990) Interviewed by Joe Bloggs, 9 January. 

Appendices 

An appendix is suitable to display background inf onnation or infonnation which is too long to 
insert into the main body of the project/essay. All other information which is directly discussed in 
the project/essay e.g. tables, diagrams etc should be included in the main body of the text. 
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Summary 

Having decided which question or questions you will approach, work out your project/essay 
plan. This is important for two reasons. Firstly, it will ensure that you respond appropriately to 
the topic posed. Secondly, it will help you identify areas that you need to research through 

further reading. Then you are ready to write your first draft. At this stage include everything that 
you feel is relevant to the topic. The order of the material, grammar etc. are not important at this 
stage, these can be tidied up later. When you are satisfied that you have dealt adequately with 
the material, you can break it down under headings using key words and sentences to ink the 

material together. Finally, ensure that you have adhered to the academic conventions in terms 

of layout, referencing of material and so on. You are now ready to produce the final draft! 
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Checklist 

1. Has the Project submission sheet been correctly and thoroughly completed? 

2. Have you met all the requirements of the lecturer/College such as presentation, length and 

academic conventions? 

3. Does your essay adequately address the topic/question? 

4. Is the theme of the essay clearly stated in the introduction? 

4. Do your main points reflect the theme? 

6. Is all the material relevant to the topic? 

7. Have you provided enough evidence to support your main points? 

8. Are all central terms clearly defined? 

8. Does the essay follow a logical structure? 

9. Are your main points and paragraphs adequately linked? 

10. Where you have used practical experience to illustrate a point , is it relevant and integrated 
into the main theme of the essay/project? 

. 
11. Does your conclusion relate to your introduction and reflect the material in the essay? 

13. Is your essay/project overly long? 

14. Is the bibliography complete and presented in alphabetical order? 

15. Have you credited and not plagiarised the ideas contained in the essay? 

16. Is the writing style your own? 

Adapted from Marshall and Rowland (1993) 
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