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GUIDELINES FOR ESSAY WRITING 

English Philology Department 

University of Huelva 

 

1. Introduction 

 In many of the classes you take in this department you will be asked to 

write a paper or a critical essay. In order to write a good paper or essay you 

need to follow some basic rules. In the following sections we offer you guidelines 

for the various steps you must follow whenever you have to write a paper.  

 All papers or essays written for classes offered in this department must 

conform to these guidelines. Failure to do so will be penalized (the actual 

penalty will be up to your professor). In addition to these guidelines, your 

professor may add on other requirements, in which case s/he will make those 

additional requirements very clear.  

 It is not true that each professor in the department has his or her 

own method and asks for different types of papers. ALL PAPERS HAVE 

THE SAME BASIC STRUCTURE WHETHER THEY ARE FOR LITERATURE OR 

LINGUISTICS CLASSES. 

 

2. The Basic Structure of Paper 

 A paper is basically a long commentary or analysis in which you argue in 

favor of your thesis (the major point of your essay) documenting it with 

examples/quotes from your primary reading(s) and backing it up with 

thoughtful, detailed and commented quotes or references from your secondary 

readings. Your task, as the writer, is to ensure that your reader understands the 

points that you are making. To do this you must organize your paper carefully. 

In general, it is a good idea to make an outline of your paper to organize your 

thoughts before you start writing the paper.  

A paper should consist of the following sections: 

(a) Introduction 

Here you should “set up the scene”,  state your thesis, and establish the 

organization of your paper (i.e., state in general terms how are you going 

to argue in favor of your thesis.) 

(b) Main body: 

After stating your thesis, you must now prove it by means of a detailed 

analysis of the relevant data, backing up your claims with references to 
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other critical essays if necessary. If you make use of other written sources 

you must acknowledge that fact by citing the works properly. 

You must organize your ideas clearly so that the end result is not choppy 

and unconnected. Your body should not consist of too many parts and they 

should be intimately related to the thesis and to the other parts. 

The paragraphs must be clearly connected and should follow a logical order. 

You should also make sure that you do not take relevant ideas for granted. 

Headings may help you organize your ideas and points, but they are much 

more frequent in linguistics papers. If in doubt check with your professor. 

(c) Conclusion 

Here you need to prove what  you intended in your thesis and move 

forward reaching some kind of conclusion. 

(d)  Works Cited 

This is the section where you acknowledge your sources. In this section you 

should include ONLY those works that you have quoted (i.e., those from 

which you have extracted a direct quote marked off by quotation marks 

“...”) or that you have cited (i.e., those whose ideas you have summarized 

in your own words).  

Do NOT include in this section every book or article that you have read on 

the topic. 

The complete bibliographic information for your citations must be given in 

this section. This section must be arranged alphabetically by author’s last 

name. There are two different style guidelines you may use. Your professor 

will tell you which one is required for his or her class. See section 5 for 

further information. 

 

2. Preparing To Write a Paper 

 Before you start writing you must have a clear idea of what your position as 

the writer is. Your purpose may be to criticize, to report information, to 

compare, to analyze causes or implications, etc. All papers have the same basic 

structure, but that basic structure is subordinated to your purpose. You must 

also need to take into account your audience. In the papers you write for your 

classes your audience is your professor and possibly your classmates. Given that 

audience you can take for granted some things as common knowledge: for 

instance, summaries of plots of novels or plays you have read for class are not 

necessary, and if  you offer them there must be a reason. 

 Your purpose and your audience will guide the next steps in the process of 

writing your paper. The first thing you need to do now is to choose a topic, that 

is, a question that you want to answer or analyze. In many instances, the 
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professor may give you some ideas, or even restrict the topic of your paper. 

Otherwise, you should try to find a topic that interests you and that is relevant 

to the course material. In case of doubt you should consult with your professor. 

 Once you have selected a topic you need to narrow it down to the specific 

question you want to address in your paper regarding that topic. That specific 

question should eventually become your thesis, i.e., the point you are making in 

your paper. Once you start reading additional sources on the chosen topic you 

may change your thesis, but it is a good idea to have a working thesis from the 

beginning, since your thesis will determine how and what you read. A topic is 

not a thesis. A topic is a narrow subject matter. A thesis is an explicit 

point regarding that topic that you can analyze and argue about. 

 

EXAMPLES: 

Subject: Evelyn Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited 

Topic: The role of Catholicism in Brideshead Revisited 

Thesis: Catholicism in Brideshead Revisitied symbolizes family values, 

which in turn represent success in life. Those members of the 

March family that abandon Catholicism eventually see themselves 

as failing in life. 

Subject: Failures in communication 

Topic: Causes of miscommunication between men and women 

Thesis: Miscommunication between men and women is due mainly to 

differences in men’s and women’s ways of using language 

A thesis may be a short sentence or a long paragraph depending on the final 

length of your paper, but all papers need a thesis, a controlling idea, the point 

you want to make. The thesis belongs in the beginning of your paper, in the 

introduction. 

 

 Remember: 

• A thesis is the main point of your paper 

• A thesis is short and specific 

• A thesis is a point that can be argued and that you will explain 

or prove in the rest of your paper. 

• A thesis sets up the reader’s expectations. It should make clear 

the writer’s point of view and the probable development of the 

paper. 
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 To start with you need a working thesis, the point that you think you will be 

making in your paper. You may revise that thesis as you read more on the topic 

you have chosen. Once you have your working thesis, your job is to argue in 

favor of that thesis, to explain it and to convince your reader of your opinion, or 

at the very least of the logic of your thesis. Thus you need to deveop your thesis 

into a full paper. A good starting point is to make an outline of the ideas that 

follow logically from your thesis, of the pieces of information that your reader 

will need to be convinced of your ideas.  

 Your next step is to reread your primary sources (i.e., the poem, play, 

novel, essay, etc.) Your primary source may be an article or set of articles you 

are reviewing. For linguistic classes your primary reading may be the sets of 

sentences that constitute your data. You need to have a good, thorough grasp of 

these primary readings in order to be able to read the secondary sources with a 

critical, analytical mind. Your task is not simply to write down what other people 

have said about the topic, but instead to bring together those ideas, analyze 

them, and reach your own conclusions. It is crucial that you understand that 

just because someone has stated or written down an idea about a 

particular topic it does not follow that you must necessarily agree with 

them. 

 After rereading your primary sources, do a library search on your chosen 

topic and select those articles and books that seem most relevant to you. It is a 

good idea to skim those articles first (before doing a thorough reading) to 

ensure that it is relevant/interesting to your topic and your thesis. As you read 

these secondary sources make sure you take careful note of those ideas that 

help you argue in favor (or against) your thesis, documenting their source, so 

that if you use them in your paper you can document them properly, thus 

avoiding plagiarism. 

 If your thesis is controversial, i.e., if it is a problematic issue, you should 

deal with both sides of the issue, even if you concentrate on the side that you 

agree with. You should give clear arguments to support your thesis and illustrate 

those arguments with sufficient evidence. 

 Finally, you are now ready to start writing your paper, following the basic 

structure specified above, making sure that your paragraphs follow logically 

from your thesis and that they serve to explain and prove that thesis. Document 

your points with data from your primary sources and back them up with 

commented references to your secondary readings. 

 STEPS TO FOLLOW 

1. Choose a topic 

2. Develop a working thesis 
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3. Do a library search and read your secondary sources taking 

careful notes. 

4. Revise your thesis if necessary and write an outline. Make sure 

there is a logical progression in your paper. 

5. Write a draft 

6. Assess your draft: is your thesis appropriate?, do your 

paragraphs provide evidence to support your thesis? are there 

any unclear paragraphs?, have you explained all relevant 

points?, have you acknowledged your sources?, etc. 

7. Revise your draft is needed. Proofread it to make sure the style 

and the English is correct. 

4. Style 

 A paper is not an informal piece of writing; instead it is formal and 

objective (even though it expresses your own conclusions). Therefore, you 

must follow certain stylistic rules, such as the following: 

• Do not use contractions. 

• Avoid slang and clichés. 

• Avoid sentence fragments and an overabundance of questions 

• Write clearly and explicitly: do not take things for granted since your 

reader cannot read your mind. 

• Your paper should be written in clear grammatical English, not in 

Spanglish. 

• The hyphenation rules for English are different than those for Spanish. 

Unless you are familiar with those rules do not hyphenate words. 

• British and American spelling conventions are different. You should use 

one spelling convention consistently. Bear in mind that your primary 

and secondary readings may have different spellings depending on the 

authors. A direct quote must reflect the spelling system used by the 

author. 

 Regarding presentation, you should do the following: 

• Type your paper, double-spaced and with font type 11 or 12 point. If 

you use a colored ink, make sure it is dark enough to be read easily. 

• Leave at least a 2.5 cm margin all around for comments and 

corrections. 

• Do not add a cover page unless explicitly asked to do so. Instead your 

first page should have on one of the corners your name, your 

professor’s name, the name of your class, and the date. This should be 

followed by the title of your paper centered. 
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• All pages must be numbered, preferably adding also your last name 

before the page number in each page. 

• Your paper should be stapled (not clipped). Do not add add a plastic 

covering. 

 

4. The Works Cited Section 

 This is the section of your paper where you acknowledge your sources. 

Remember that in this section you should include ONLY those works that you 

have quoted or cited, and NOT every book or article that you have read on the 

topic. The complete bibliographic information for your citations must be given in 

this section arranged alphabetically by author’s last name. There are two 

different style guidelines you may use. Your professor will tell you which one is 

required for his or her class. 

(a) MLA style (preferred in literature classes) 

Book: Author’s last name, Name. Title of the book. Place of 

publication: Publishing company, year of publication. 

Lakoff, George. Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1987. 

Chapter:  Author’s last name, Name. “Title of chapter. ”Title of the 

book. Editor. Place of publication: Publishing company, 

year of publication. Page numbers. 

Gerdts, Donna. “Relational Visibility.” Grammatical Relations. Ed. Katarzyna 

Dziwirek et al. Stanford: Center for the Study of Language 

Information, 1990. 199-214. 

Article:  Author’s last name, Name. “Title of article. ”Name of 

journal volume number (year of publication): page 

numbers. 

Frazier, Lynn. “Syntactic theory and syntactic processing.” Syntaxis 1 

(1998): 41-62. 

Edited book 1: Author’s last name, Name.  Title of the Book.  Year 

of original publication.  Editor.  Place of publication: 

Publishing company, year of publication. 

Shelley, Mary.  Frankenstein.  1831.  Ed.  Johanna M. Smith.  Boston: 

Bedford Books of St. Martin’s Press, 1992. 

Edited book 2: Editor’s last name, Name.  Title of the Book.  Author.  

Year of original publication.  Place of publication: Publishing 

company, year of publication. 



 7 

Smith, Johanna M., ed.  Frankenstein.  By Mary Shelley.  1831.  Boston: 

Bedford Books of St. Martin’s Press, 1992. 

Translation: Author’s last name, Name.  Title of the Book.  

Translator.  Place of publication: Publishing company, year of 

publication. 

Borges, Jorge Luis.  Ficciones.  Trans. Anthony Kerrigan.  New York: Grove 

Press, 1962. 

Separate works by the same author: 

Mumford, Lewis.  The Highway and the City.  New York: Harcourt Brace 

and World, 1963. 

---.  Highways Around the World.  New York: Prentice, 1967. 

Reviews: Author’s last name, Name.  “Title of the review.”  Rev. of 

Title of the book, by Author.  Title of the publication Date of 

publication. 

Williams, Larry.  “Powerful Urban Drama Builds in Bell’s Tense ‘Ten 

Indians’.”  Rev. of Ten Indians, by Madison Smartt Bell.  Hartford 

Courant 1 Dec. 1996. 

Interviews: Interviewee’s last name, Name.  Title of interview.  

Review Date of publication. 

Kundera, Milan.  Interview.  New York Times 18 Jan. 1982. 

Internet resources: 

Articles: Author’s last name, Name.  “Title of article.”  E-journal 

Date of internet publication.  Date you accessed the source. 

URL. 

Landsburg, Steven E.  “Who Shall Inherit the Earth?” Slate 1 May 1997.  1 

Oct. 1999. http://www.slate.com/Economics/97-05-

01/Economics.asp. 

Mitchell, Jason P. Letter.  “PMLA Letter.” 10 May 1997. 1 Nov. 1999.  

<http://sunset.backbone.olemiss.edu/∼jmitchel/pmla.htm>. 

Online books: Author’s last name, Name.  “Title of chapter.”  Title 

of book.  Date of internet publication.  Date you accessed the 

source.  URL. 

Bryant, Peter J.  “The Age of Mammals.”  Biodiversity and Conservation.  

28 Aug. 1999.  4 Oct. 1999 <http://darwin.bio.uci.edu/∼sustain/ 
bio65/lec02/b65lec02.htm>. 

Audio-visual materials and films: Title of film.  Dir. Name.  

Performers.  Producer, Year of publication. 



 8 

The Mirror Has Two Faces.  Dir. Barbra Streisand.  Perf. Barbra Streisand, 

Jeff Bridges, Lauren Bacall, Mimi Rogers, Pierce Brosnan, George 

Segal.  Tri-Star, 1996. 

 

 For more information consult Joseph Gibaldi’s, MLA Handbook for Writers of 

Research Papers.  New York: Mod. Lang. Assn.,1999. 

 

(b) CMS style (preferred in linguistic classes) 

Book: Author’s last name, Name.  Year of publication.  Title of the 

book. Place of publication: Publishing company. 

Lakoff, George. 1987.  Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 

In-Text: (Author’s last name Year of publication, page) 

(Lakoff 1987, 23) 

Chapter:  Author’s last name, Name.  Year of publication.  Title of 

chapter. In Editor´s last name, Editors Name, ed., Title of 

the book. Place of publication: Publishing company, Page 

numbers. 

Gerdts, Donna.  1990.  Relational Visibility. In Dziwirek, Katarzyna et al. 

eds., Grammatical Relations. Stanford: Center for the Study of 

Language Information, 199-214. 

Article:  Author’s last name, Name.  Year of publication.  Title of 

article. Name of journal volume number: page numbers. 

Frazier, Lynn.  1998.  Syntactic theory and syntactic processing. Syntaxis 

1: 41-62. 

In-Text: (Author’s last name Year of publication, page) 

(Frazier 1998, 28) 

Edited book: 1 Author’s last name, Name, and 2 Author’s name, 

eds.  Year of publication.  Title of book.  Place of publication: 

Publishing company. 

Collins, Geoffrey, and Matthew D. Wortmaster, eds.  1953.  The Collected 

Works of G. Farthington Pennyloss.  Boston: C.F. Pennyloss. 

In-Text: 1 (Author’s last name and 2 Author’s last name Year of 

publication, page) 

(Collins and Wortmaster 1953, 127) 
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Internet resources: Author’s last name, Name.  Year of publication.  

Title of book.  Place of publication: Publishing company, 

(URL). 

Jewett, Sarah O.  1997.  The country of the pointed firs [online].  New 

York: Columbia University, 

(http://www.columbia.edu/acis/.bartleby/jewett) 

In-Text: (Author’s last name Year of publication) 

(Jewett 1997) 

 

6. Avoiding Plagiarism 

 Plagiarism is deliberately or accidentally offering someone else’s work and 

ideas as your own without properly acknowledging your sources. Plagiarism is 

a crime and will not be allowed by this department. A paper that has 

plagiarized material will be heavily penalized: it will be valued by a 

committee and , if plagiarism is proved, the actual penalty will mean 

failing the subject. 

 As a general rule, any statement that you make that is not the result of 

your own research or that cannot be considered common knowledge must be 

cited properly. There are three basic ways of citing your sources: 

Direct quote:  When you use the author’s own words. A short direct quote 

(under three lines) will be marked off by quotation marks “   

”, a longer quote is marked off by indentation and single 

space. In both cases the quote must be followed by the 

proper citation. Any deviation from the author’s original 

words must be properly marked: “...” to indicate suppressed 

material, [ ] to indicate a change in wording (usually to 

clarify pronouns).  

 A direct quote should be used mainly with your primary 

readings (as evidence for your arguments). Direct quotations 

from your secondary readings should be very limited. 

  

e. g.  Original source: Hazel Carby states: “the framing of moral 

virtue in the constitution of womanhood was a double-edged 

convention” (ReconstructingWomanhood 29). 

 

 Your paper: According to Hazel Carby, “the framing of moral 

virtue in the constitution of womanhood was a double-edged 

convention” (29). 
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Paraphrase: When you use your own words to state what the author says 

without deleting or adding anything important. In this case 

you do not need quotation marks, but the paraphrase must 

be followed by its proper citation. In general, paraphrases 

should be avoided in favor of either a direct quote or a 

summary. Paraphrases are one of the major sources of 

accidental plagiarism. 

e.g. Your paper: In constituting womanhood the frame of moral 

virtue was a double-edged convention (Carby 29).  

Summary: When you sum up the author’s ideas in your own words. A 

summary must also be followed by a citation. A summary 

indicates that you have understood and assimilated the 

material and, therefore, it is the best way to cite your 

secondary readings. 

e.g.  Your paper: The definition of womanhood as related to moral 

virtue was definitively a double-edged convention (Carby 

29). 

 As a general rule, it is a good idea to add at the beginning of the paragraph 

in which you insert a citation some statement (e.g., “According to X”) to make 

clear that what follows is quoted material. Also make sure that you add the 

parenthetical citation at the end of the material cited. Anything that comes after 

the citation will be assumed to belong to you (unless properly cited). 

 A citation is a way of providing information about the source of the material 

you cite. Although there are different styles of citation (e.g., in-text notes, 

footnotes and endnotes) the citation style that will be used in this department 

takes the form of a parenthetical note, placed after the cited material, which 

includes the author’s last name, (the year of publication when required), and the 

page number(s) from which you have extracted the material. If you have 

already given the author’s name and the year of publication at the beginning of 

the paragraph, your parenthetical note need only include the page number(s).  

Don’t forget: 

-Plagiarism is a crime and will be heavily penalized. 

-You must always acknowledge your sources, whether it is a direct 

or indirect reference. 

 

6. English 
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 Your papers must be written in clear, grammatical English. Since English is 

not your native language, there will be some errors that will be understandable. 

However, there are certain errors that will not be tolerated, and that can result 

in a failing grade.  

1. Sentences must be complete (i.e., avoid sentence fragments), and 

they must show the proper word order (beware of sentences with 

inverted subjects!) 

2. Show the proper agreement, or lack of it (3rd person singular, “to be”, 

auxiliaries, adjectives and nouns). 

3. Use the proper form for pronouns and possessives. 

4. Use the basic prepositions correctly. 

5. Use the adequate and correct verbal tense (look out for irregular 

verbs!) 

6. Use modals and auxiliaries correctly. 

7. Avoid Spanglish. If in doubt, use a dictionary. 

8. Use the relevant terminology studied in class correctly. This means 

that you must use the correct spelling too. 

9. Do not mistake grammatical categories. 

10. Use the correct punctuation marks.  

See Appendix 3 for punctuation and sentence construction. 

 

For more information you are referred to the following web pages: 

 www.northwestern.edu/uacc/plagiar.html 

 www.geocities.com/Athens/Oracle/4184/Research Site.html 

 


