
Have a plan. Follow the plan, and you’ll be surprised how
successful you can be. Most people don’t have a plan. That’s
why it’s easy to beat most folks.

(Paul ‘Bear’ Bryant, American football coach)

There are two sorts of plan you need to write an excellent essay: first you
need to plan your time and, second, you need to write an essay plan. This
chapter deals with these starting with planning your time.

Howmuch time do I need?

Sadly we can’t give a hard and fast answer to this question. It all depends
on a large number of factors but the key ones are:

• How much you already know about the topics you are writing about

• How quickly you read

• How focussed you are when you are working

But here’s a rule of thumb passed on to us by a very experienced project
manager:

Chapter 2

Planning

Chapter Objectives
Having read this chapter you will:

• Know the basics of how to plan your time
• Understand the importance of keeping a diary
• Understand the importance of planning your essay
• Know what you need to do to plan an essay
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• Think of the absolute worst case for how long things take

• Add a bit

• Double it

In other words, things will almost always take far longer than you think
they will. You will almost certainly forget to factor in some key demands
on your time. These demands will include a social life, sport, updating
your Facebook page but also other essays, revising for exams and proba-
bly, these days, your part-time job. Be realistic about your own ability to
concentrate and how tired you may be due to other things going on in
your life. But do remember that you will need to allow enough time for
this: think how long it takes you to read things – are you able to both read
quickly and internalise the topics? Or is the essay topic one you haven’t
really got your head around yet? Our best recommendation is that you
begin to plan as soon as you know there is an essay being set. This is
known as starting with the end in mind – think ahead to the hand-in
date and think what you want to have achieved by then. We also very
strongly suggest that you plan backwards from the hand-in date by
breaking down all the things you need to do – collect reading material,
read, make notes, etc. and set yourself milestones (dates by which time
particular tasks should be completed). Perhaps our strongest recommen-
dation overall in this chapter is to get yourself organised. You need to be
organised when you start work and many successful students treat uni-
versity a bit like a job – by being organised. (This is going to be something
you will find invaluable when you start work so get used to it now.)

Get Organised

Here’s our checklist for being organised.

1 Get a diary.
2 Stick to your diary appointments (have it with you all the time).
3 Never agree to any appointments without looking in your diary.
4 Sort yourself out a good place to work.

1 Get a diary – electronic or paper

You absolutely have to have a diary so you can organise all the things you
need to do at university, from meetings with tutors, lectures or hand-in
dates to your social or sporting arrangements. You particularly need to
record your essay milestones, noting what you need to have achieved by
the dates you set yourself. In terms of format (electronic or paper), it is
very much a matter of personal preference but do think that in order for
your diary to be any good, you do need to have it with you and you must
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refer to it constantly. We would say this probably means the online ones
(e.g. those you get with Gmail or Hotmail) aren’t much good since you
could be asked to commit to an appointment when you aren’t logged in
anywhere or don’t have a computer in front of you. However, you might
have one built into your phone which you can synchronise with Microsoft
Outlook or Entourage. This works well and there are lots of different
PDAs too which are very reasonable. If you go for a paper diary, think of
getting a filofax or something similar whereby you can add the diary as
inserts and keep some notes and important addresses too.
Write all your appointments in your diary – it doesn’t matter if they

are to do with work or not. This will really help you build a realistic
appreciation of what time you have available to devote to your course-
work when you are planning.

2 Stick to your diary appointments (have it with you all
the time)

Whatever format you use, make sure you must stick to the appointments
you make in it. You can only really do this if you have your diary with
you pretty much all the time. At an absolute minimum you must have it
with you in lectures (to note important hand-in dates, for example) and
at work group meetings (note meetings and ensure you don’t agree to do
work which will interfere with your individual assignments). Also, if you
have a part-time job, always take it to work with you so you can make
sure you don’t agree to work on days when you should be doing your uni-
versity work. Take it with you when you go out in the evenings too – but
that isn’t to do with essay writing!

3 Never agree to any appointments without looking in
your diary

Even if you think that you are free on a particular day, always say you
need to check in your diary. As we have already said you should have
your diary with you all the time but, if for some reason you don’t, never
be tempted to think you can remember all the things you have written in
the diary. Do not agree even to a casual game of 5-a-side football without
checking your commitments for the day. Your friends may think this
behaviour odd but you will find that most successful people are diary
obsessed. Start now!

4 Sort yourself out a good place to work

Students work in all sorts of conditions but in general, those who are suc-
cessful will have spent some time really thinking about how to create a
place to work. Yes you need to have eating and sleeping sorted out but if
you don’t have a place where you can work productively, then you are

13Planning

Tissington-3860 Ch-02:Tissington Ch-02 2/20/2009 9:53 AM Page 13



limiting the return on the investment of time and money you (and often
your parents) have put into your university career. Think of it as showing
that you are serious about studying at university and work out where you
will be able to work. It doesn’t matter if you are in a hall of residence, a
rented house or living with your parents, you need to have a quiet place
to work. We recommend that you find a place which is for work alone. It
doesn’t matter if it is a small desk in your bedroom, clear everything else
away from it and have the area just for work. If you really have to, you
could decide only to work in the library. We don’t recommend this for all
your work, however. This is not because libraries are bad places to work,
it’s just we think you should be able to have your work left ready for when
you need it. Perhaps you like having wall charts showing important
dates or maybe you want to leave a certain book open, ready to start on
the next day. However you do it, keep this space for work alone – a nice
surface to work on, perhaps a space for your laptop or desktop computer,
a bit of room to keep books, lots of blank paper and pens/pencils. You
don’t need a vast area, just a space that when you enter it you are think-
ing about your studies.
Finally something to avoid in your work space – being disturbed. If you

find that your housemates are noisy, either find ways of controlling when
they are noisy and work at different times or find another place to work.
In extreme cases, even if you are having an absolute ball but you can’t
work, you really should think about moving somewhere else where you
can work as well as party. Do not fool yourself that you can take your lap-
top to a coffee shop and do your work there. You really need to have more
controlled work space than this. We have even seen students trying to
work in noisy bars – they are fooling themselves if they think they are
doing any valuable work. In our experience, the way to ensure you have
a great time at university is to make sure you can work most efficiently
at your studies so you have more time to have fun.
For example, it will really help the quality of your work if you actually

finish writing a week before the deadline. What you can then do is put it
to one side for a few days, and then read it through and decide what
changes (if any) to make. You will be surprised when you do this at how
much good stuff you have written – but also how many blunders you have
made which you can then correct. It really shows you know what you are
doing when you hand in a piece of work which is error free. On the other
hand, imagine what the impression on the marker, would be if there were
typing errors or incorrect references in the first paragraph of your work.
Even if things like spelling are not directly assessed, silly mistakes will
definitely leave a poor impression on the marker, so pay attention to
detail. Remember that academics actually get promoted on their ability
to be picky so if you have made even a tiny mistake in the format of your
references (see Chapter 6), punctuation or spelling, they will definitely
spot it. So make sure you get all the little details right as well as the
important big ideas.
So now you have got yourself organised, what are you going to do with

the time? We have some rules of thumb which should help you here.
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• Spend a fair amount of time reading and making notes

• Spend more time than you think you should on the plan

• Allow yourself time to do the writing.

But make sure you allocated time evenly – actually we think you should
spend roughly equal amounts of time on each of the three parts. Since
two of these parts are planning elements, this means we think you
should spend more time planning than writing. It is perhaps one of the
most frequently misunderstood things about essay writing so we’re going
to emphasise it by putting it another way: students would think they
should spend more time writing than preparing whereas, to do well, you
need to spend about twice as much time planning than writing. The rea-
son for this is that if you start to write without a very clear plan, your
writing time will actually be spent planning on the hoof as well as
writing. Obviously doing two things at once means you don’t do either
task all that well. Concentrate on planning first – and of course you can’t
really plan if you don’t know the material, so that’s where the reading
and note making come in (see Chapters 3 and 4 for more information on
these key skills).
To summarise, we would advocate the old army saying: ‘Time spent in

reconnaissance is seldom wasted’.
In simple terms, Figure 2.1 illustrates our recommended time alloca-

tion, which shows that you should allocate twice as much time to the
preparation (two-thirds) than to the writing (one-third). Actually, if you
have prepared properly, the writing should be really straightforward.

The essay plan – focusing on the question

We are living in an era where we have access to more information than
ever before through the Internet. Google and other search engines have
made it fabulously easy to find information so we find that students are
tempted to type in the key words from the question into the search
engine and go from there – possibly paraphrasing the pages they find
from the search. In Chapter 4 we will discuss what material is and is not
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Figure 2.1 Essay writing – allocating time
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acceptable. But at this stage, having read the previous paragraphs, you
will be very much aware that you should not be doing any of the final
writing yet. You must first formulate an essay plan. We touched on some
of the features of a good plan in Chapter 1 but now we go into detail about
what you need. (In Chapter 5 we will discuss how you use the plan to
write the essay.)
We have seen that an essay consists of an overall structure of introduc-

tion, main body and conclusion. So your plan needs to contain notes about
what these sections will contain. In fact, the introduction is something you
should ignore for now. The reason for this is that you are going to build
the ideas for how the essay will go and only once you have built this can
you write the piece describing the story. When you come to do the actual
writing the introduction can often be written last, so don’t fall into the
trap of trying to construct an introduction when you don’t yet know what
the main body is going to be. Many students make this error, believing
that the writing should be done in the order it is read (see Chapter 5 for
further discussion on this). In an era where students are now expected to
word process all essays, there is a great temptation to search a topic on
Google and start typing. This section will include advice on what sources
are needed (with more detailed information in Chapter 4) and so what
planning is required to ensure all the material is assembled before the
essay is written.
Before you start to formulate the plan, however, it’s useful quickly

to remind you of what you are about to do. The idea of an academic
essay is for you to show your lecturer how well you understand and
evaluate the models and theories you have been taught on a specific
topic. So it is, of course, essential that you understand the material.
However, you then need to take a critical look at it all and come to a
logical conclusion, which you reach by logical argument. Along the
way, lecturers are also interested to see how you can organise your
thoughts and present them clearly in writing. Most of all though, you
must answer the question set and only the question set. A really com-
mon mistake is that students start off an essay in the right way but
forget to answer parts of the question or even deviate onto a question
of their own. So the first step in formulating your essay plan is to focus
your attention really closely on the question. Your plan depends on
your full and complete understanding of the question so you are set-
ting out right from the start to answer the question set. This is one of
the most important keys to you achieving good marks from the essay.
The person marking will have a set of things they are looking for you
to write and the clues for what these are will be set out in the ques-
tion. If you don’t do what you are asked, you really stand little chance
of doing well.
So start by breaking up the question:

• Read the question over and over again.

• How many parts are there?
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• Is one part more important than others?

• Do you need to come to a conclusion?

• Do you need to compare and contrast?

• Do you need to critically evaluate?

• Write out the question (do not type it) in full in the middle of a sheet of paper.

• Draw arrows to the separate elements of the question – use highlighters if
you like.

This process of analysing the question will enable you to start planning
your essay. It makes you think about:

• What you already know which you can include in the essay.

• What you will need to find out about.

• Whether there is a particular focus to the question.

• The things you need to have in mind when you are reading.

The plan – an overview

Introduction

You don’t need to think about the introduction yet. Ignore it for now and
jot down notes for it when you have finished your reading.

Main body

This is the essence of your plan. Having read the question, write out
some subheadings with a couple of bullet points with brief notes about
what you might be going to say. Also make subheadings for theories you
think you might want to include but don’t know enough about yet. These
should be your targets for reading.

Conclusion

You might be able to make some bullet points for this but don’t worry if
you can’t think of a conclusion right away. You should draw your conclu-
sions from the material you write and the arguments you produce along
the way. You should have an idea where you are going to take your essay
though if the question is asking you to come down in favour of or against
something.
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So now you have an overview of what planning involves. All the steps you
have read about in this chapter will be explained in later chapters in
more detail. Part of your planning process is to pick the most relevant
issues and aspects. So there you go, if you want to know specifics about
a particular step in getting your masterpiece on track, then jump straight
to that section. Good luck planning!
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