
On Writing Essays 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

A lot of people find academic writing difficult. First, they do not know how to 

start. Most of them have problems expressing themselves appropriately. They 

need to search for the right words, use correct sentence structures to express 

their ideas clearly and then link up the individual sentences properly. Actually 

if they care to follow the steps below, they will find writing fairly enjoyable. 

 

 

Basic steps in essay writing: 

 

A. Read the question/ topic carefully. Make sure that you understand it 

thoroughly before drafting the outline. 

B. Draft a detailed outline to include key points and arguments. 

C. In the introduction, you need to define the terms, give a brief 

background and then write a thesis statement to indicate your 

standpoint. 

D. Write the body of your essay – state the arguments clearly (pros and 

cons; advantages and disadvantages etc.) 

E. Draw a conclusion 

F. Make recommendations (This is optional. For some topics, writers may 

not have any recommendations to make.) 

G. Edit your draft to get rid of the redundant expressions (the repetitive 

wordings) and grammatical mistakes. Check whether you have linked 

up the different parts coherently.  

 

Since there are different text types (such as narrative, argumentative, 

expository, informational, journalistic and promotional etc.), your 

approach and tone depend very much on the readers you are targeting. If your 

readers are laymen, people who know very little about the topic, you should 

explain all the terminologies clearly. Alternatively, if your readers are people 



in your field, you can go straight to the topic and make your writing more 

concise. 

 

2. Writing Skills 

 

2.1  Generate an outline to show your arguments systematically 

The two commonly used methods are “brainstorming” and “categorizing 

the notes by circling or highlighting the related points”. To brainstorm, you 

need to jot down all the points related to the topic as quickly as possible. For 

instance, if I have to write about “The pros and cons of having a part-time 

job”, I would list the following points: 

 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 Earn some money to support 

myself 

 Learn something from the 

business world          

 Meet more people 

 Learn to use my time more 

meaningfully: stop chatting 

on the mobile phone all the 

time 

 Have discipline: get up early 

and go to bed early 

 

 Have less time to focus on 

my studies 

 Don’t have time to spend 

with my peers on campus 

 Need to cut down the extra-

curricular activities 

 Have to adjust the timetable 

to fit the work schedule 

 Feel tired 

 May have the habit to spend 

a bit more as I have salary 

 Have less time to spend with 

my family 

 

 

Then I need to group the points under different headings. For this topic, I can 

work out three headings:  

 

(1) Introduction:  

- some common reasons for tertiary students to take on part-time 

work (such as financial needs, interest, peer influence or family 

business etc.) 

 

(2) Advantages:  

- money, work experience and discipline 



(3) Disadvantages:  

- lack of time, feeling exhausted, less time to spend with classmates 

or family, affecting one’s studies etc. 

 

(4) Conclusion:  

- Students have to juggle between income and time when they 

consider taking up part-time work. Whether part-time work can 

benefit them or not depends on their individual situations. It may 

be good for them to consult a counsellor or their parents before 

deciding to work part-time.  

 

The second method which can help you generate ideas is categorizing the 

notes. For instance, a topic like “Make a Comparison between Hong Kong 

and Shenzhen” can be dealt with in the following way.  

 

(1) Describe the location, size, population mix, and cost of living 

(2) City planning (infrastructure such as MTR, bus service, highways, tall 

buildings etc.) 

(3) Administration: the Hong Kong civil service versus Shenzhen’s local 

government 

(4) Income of residents in the two places; standard of living; major businesses; 

cost of living 

(5) Main differences:  Hong Kong is an international city under “one country, 

two systems”. Hongkongers are enjoying a high degree of autonomy 

whereas Shenzhen is part of China and it is ruled by the Communist Party. 

(6) Concluding remarks: Though the two cities are very close to each other, 

the cultures are not the same. Those who were born in Hong Kong seem to 

be more ready to accept western culture since they have more exposure to 

it. There seems to be more freedom of speech and movement in Hong 

Kong.  

  



 

 

Practice Exercise 1 

Read the following paragraphs and then sum up the main points. Could you 

find the concluding remark? 

 

 

When I was a primary student, I used to think that teachers were responsible for 

my learning. From the time I arrived at school in the morning, I felt that it was 

the teachers’ sole responsibility to inspire me or to push me forward in my 

learning.  

 

Now, as a tertiary student, I realize that learning can be done not only in the 

classroom but in my daily contacts with different people and my engagement in 

different activities. Responsibility for learning lies not just with teachers but 

with students, too. For that reason, I try to learn on my own as far as possible 

and stop depending on my professors. Actually life-long learning is far more 

important than schooling which will finish by the time we graduate. A 

philosopher, Bertrand Russell, confessed that his education started after he had 

finished his schooling. 

 

 

The main ideas are: 

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

The concluding remark is:  

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 



2.2   Write the topic sentence 

When you write, you need to pay attention to the topic sentence. Actually in 

the introduction, your topic sentence is the thesis statement which shows 

your main idea and standpoint.  

 

  



 

 

Practice Exercise 2 

Can you identify the topic sentence in the paragraph below? 

 

Hong Kong families are not very friendly to their neighbours. 

People told me that some people do not know their next door 

neighbours even though they have been living next to one 

another for years. The main reason for this phenomenon is, as 

far as I observe, indifference.  

 

The main (thesis) statement is: Hong Kong families are not 

very friendly to their neighbours. 
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