
Planning your essay 
 

There are many ways that you can plan your essay. Like note-taking, it is important that you 

spend some time finding the style that works for you, so that when it comes to writing the 

essay, you will be able to use your plan to achieve a clear, concise and critical essay. This 

worksheet looks at several ways in which you can structure an essay plan to optimise your 

essay writing and keep you on track. However, you should check your module handbook for 

any specific guidance that might have been issued. 

Why spend time on an essay plan? 

Planning is a higher-order thinking skill concerned with the breaking down of materials into 

components and considering how these components interact in order to create a ‘big picture’ 

(Bloom, 1959). Your essay plan will allow you to organise your essay in a meaningful way and 

a well-structured plan will naturally lend itself to a well-structured essay. Your reader will be 

able to consider your argument in a logical order, navigate connections seamlessly, and 

evaluate your understanding. Good structure = better grades!  

Beginning your essay plan*  

1. Start with the essay question – consider the main themes, the essay directive, the 

perspective and any hidden clues. Try writing your essay question on post-it notes and 

rearrange them into a way that aids your understanding.  

2. Mind map the subject areas or themes that you are going to draw upon for discussion 

in your essay.  

3. List words or phrases that you consider essential for inclusion. Often, these are the 

things we use to build our paragraphs around, as well as for in-depth discussion.  

4. Make a brief bullet point list of the things that you feel should absolutely go into your 

essay. This can be key arguments, particular literature, definitions etc.  

Developing your essay plan* 

1. Your plan should have four major headings: the essay question, introduction, main 

body and conclusion. Make sure you divide your space according to the appropriate 

word count for each part.  

2. Take your bullet points and make them subheadings in the ‘main body’ section 

3. Under each subheading, develop the points you wish to explore within. Link to key 

literature or mention areas for further research if you don’t have enough information.  

4. Be mindful not to make your plan overly complex: it should be developed with the 

purpose of keeping your essay on track.  

(*Adapted from SkillsYouNeed, 2019) 



Linear essay plan example 

Essay Title: Discuss the recent rise of plagiarism amongst university students. 

INTRODUCTION  

• Agree that there is a rise (Source C, p. 21 gives figure) 

• Outline themes: technology, educating students about plagiarism and cultural 

differences 

• Limitations: only looking at plagiarism in Uni Students; not researchers 

o Only consulting sources from the last 10 years to capture the ‘recent’ rise 

o But why has it risen? (LINK TO MAIN ARGUMENT) 

MAIN BODY  

1. Technology has made it easier to plagiarise  

a. Yes –  

i. copy & paste culture 

ii. Availability of third party writing sites  

b. No –  

i. Turnitin has increased student anxiety (see Source G) 

ii. Quality of online resources and availability (LINK TO NEXT THEME) 

2. Educating students about plagiarism 

a. Availability of study support (see Source F on transparency) 

b. Barriers to attending (make more available online) 

c. Do students know what plagiarism is? 

i. No – definitions are unclear and not translated across borders (Source 

C on student backgrounds) (LINK TO NEXT THEME) 

3. Cultural differences 

a. International students  

i. Levels of acceptability across borders (see Source D)  

b. Mature students 

i. Out of education for a long time (effects in Source B) 

ii. Disadvantaged by life commitments (link back to barriers)  

CONCLUSION  

• Yes – there is a rise in plagiarism amongst uni students  

• Direct factors include:  

o technology, availability of information and affordable plagiarising services 

• Indirect factors include: 

o  social contexts that individuals are in i.e. barriers to anti-plagiarism 

education, translation issues and unclear definitions 

• Education is the key to addressing the problems  

o Mandatory workshops in first year with optional refreshers for all students  

o Plagiarism ‘helpline’ service  

  



Tabular essay plans  

Discuss whether parents should be able to ban books from school libraries. 

 

  YES NO 

Parents have the right to 

choose what their children 

are exposed to 

‘Guidance’ rather than 

‘sheltering’ children (Source 

10) 

 

Texts on reading lists for 

young children aren’t run 

past parents first, so parents 

do not have a chance to 

intervene  

 

Is this choice irrelevant? 

Peers will still have access to 

books so children will learn 

about these issues through 

socialisation (Source 4) 

 YES NO 

Children should not be 

exposed to violence, sex, 

drug abuse or other 

inappropriate topics in the 

school environment 

Top 10 most challenged 

books of 2017, 4 contained 

violence, 3 were sexually 

explicit and 4 contained 

LGBT issues  

 

Exposure to this leads to 

promiscuity in adolescence 

and sexual activity at a 

younger age 

 

(Source 2) 

LGBT issues – not a bad 

thing! Children should be 

taught about difference to 

prepare them for life  

 

Challenging books help aid 

children’s understanding of 

the world, their bodies, 

society etc ‘Banning would 

be cultural and social 

deprivation’ (Source 8, p.55) 

 YES NO 

Challenging books aid a 

child’s emotional and social 

development  

Harry Potter is challenged 

for witchcraft themes, but 

study found it improved 

attitudes to immigrants, 

homosexuals and refugees 

 

Neverwhere by Neil Gaiman is 

challenged but the writer 

believes that reading 

challenging fiction equips 

readers with empathy.  

 

Importance of imagination 

 

(Source 5) 

Video Nasties debate – the 

same with books? Do 

children learn violent 

tendencies from violent 

books? Does this desensitise 

them to violence? (Source 7) 

 

Graphic material had an 

impact on child well-being in 

one study (see Source 2) 

(Information taken from ProCon.org, 2018) 



Mind map essay plan  
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