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If necessary, instructors will provide more detailed instructions on e.g., literature and sources.

Essay guidelines

Purpose

An academic essay is an exercise in scientific writing. It discusses a specific question in light

of research-based knowledge and examines the chosen issue critically and analytically. In an

essay, you can, for example, compare different interpretations of and approaches to a topic.

What is important is that the author discusses the topic from more than one point of view and

provides clear justifications for his or her own view or approach. Most essays are written based

on research literature only, but essay materials can also include historical sources or the author’s

observations from the field. The references used in the essay must be relevant to the research

question and their number sufficient to show the author’s familiarity with the subject matter of

the essay. The course coordinator will provide more detailed instructions on the nature of the

essay and the use of literature and sources.

In an essay, the author presents a clearly defined problem, question or thesis statement

(i.e., a research task) and seeks to answer it by analysing the literature and possible source

material. Authors must base their own arguments and interpretations on the critical analysis of

the previous research and argue them clearly. To make the discussion of the topic analytical

and critical, authors can, for example, define the key terms used in the essay, compare different

interpretations presented in the scholarly literature, or evaluate the validity of the findings.

Views expressed in an academic essay can never be based solely on personal opinion or sub-

jective experience.

Writing an essay is a process: it requires reading, thinking, planning, editing and rewrit-

ing. Writing a successful essay in one sitting is therefore not possible.

Essays must be written in language that is clear, formal and that follows the conventions

of academic writing in form and structure. Authors must clearly distinguish between cited ideas

and quotations and their own ideas. Essays must also follow an appropriate scientific referenc-

ing system.

Structure

An essay is comprised of three parts: 1) the introduction, 2) the main sections and 3) the con-

clusions. Essays begin with an introduction that presents the research task, introduces the topic

to the reader and justifies the perspective, approach or theory used. In addition, the introduction



should motivate the reader by explaining why the chosen question is of interest or importance.

The introduction is followed by the main sections in logical order (or one main section, if the

essay is short) that discuss the theme in accordance with the perspective or approach presented

in the introduction. The essay is concluded by a final section that summarises the key content

and findings of the essay. These conclusions may also include discussion about the wider sig-

nificance of the findings and, for example, suggest topics for further research or applications in

other subject matters. The title of the essay must describe its content and may include a sub-

heading. If the essay has several main sections, it should also include a table of contents.

Writing an essay

One of the main challenges in writing an essay is formulating the research task. It is usually

useful to formulate the research task as a question, which you can then divide into sub-ques-

tions. The research question must be carefully defined: if it is too broad or general, the discus-

sion or critical evaluation of the literature will be superficial. The research question must also

direct the discussion of the topic: the reader must be able to tell how the matters you discuss in

the essay relate to solving the research problem.

Read the literature critically and approach it from the perspective of the research ques-

tion. Note that it is usually not necessary to read research literature from cover to cover; instead,

look for information relevant to the research task. Next, summarise the main points of the rele-

vant passages. Remember to place direct quotes in quotation marks and cite the source. If you

are unsure of how to cite the source, refer to the instructions on the page Be a good writer!

(https://blogs.helsinki.fi/alakopsaa/?lang=en). Analyze the main points and arguments made in the

literature your read, reflect on them with a critical mind, and be not too shy to express your own inter-

pretations and thoughts. Make sure that your introduction corresponds with your analysis, and

complete your essay by writing the conclusions. Finish your work by checking that the essay

forms a logical whole, the contents match the title, and the language is fluent and understanda-

ble.

Technical instructions

Name and essay title

At the beginning of the essay, write the essay title, your name, your student number (unless the

essay is to be made public by, for example, uploading it to an open Moodle discussion forum),

your email address, the name of the course, the number of credits received for the course, and

the name of the instructor. A separate cover sheet is not required.



Length

On average, one credit equals 600–800 words (2–5 pages). This means that a five-credit essay

should be approximately 3,000–4,000 words long. However, length is not the only criterion for

determining the number of credits awarded; it is also affected by the essay’s degree of com-

plexity and approach as well as the scope of the literature. The essay must always form a clear

and well-justified whole that examines the topic based on relevant source material and takes

into account different perspectives and interpretations.

Layout

Place references in the text according to the instructions provided in your assignment: either as

footnotes or as in-text references. Regardless of the placement, the reference must include the

last name of the author, the year of the publication and the page numbers you refer to (e.g.,

Virtanen 2017, 23–27). If you refer to several publications, separate them with a semicolon.

You can also use footnotes to provide background information that would otherwise disrupt the

flow of the text.

At the end of the essay, provide a bibliography of the publications and any sources re-

ferred to in the text (for instructions, see the end of this file).

Use the master’s thesis format in essays as well: line spacing 1.5, font Times New Ro-

man/Times/Liberation Serif, font size 12, and margins of 2.5 cm on both sides. Use the same

font in footnotes, but choose font size 10 and line spacing 1. Except for the first paragraph after

a heading, indent the first line of each paragraph. Do not use a blank line between paragraphs.

If the text is justified so that both sides of the paragraphs are straight, use hyphenation. (For the

master’s thesis layout instructions, go to WebOodi and look up TUM-800 Master’s thesis.)

Essay assessment

The following are considered when assessing essays: 1) the choice of perspective or the formu-

lation of the research question and its justification, 2) understanding of the subject matter, 3)

familiarity with sources, 4) your own thinking, analytical approach and evaluation of sources,

5) consistency, clarity and the formation of a logical whole, 6) correct spelling and readability,

7) the use of references and the correctness of the bibliography, and 8) possible other criteria

provided by the course coordinator, such as following schedules.



The following general assessment criteria are also taken into consideration when assessing es-

says:

 Grade Description

0 The essay is failed if it is a direct copy of another work (even of your own work = self-
plagiarism!) or if it does not in any way meet the requirements and instructions given.
The essay lacks a research question and an approach, and the author does not create con-
nections between matters. The essay may also be failed if the author ignores deadlines.

1 The essay demonstrates that the author has understood some matters essential to the topic
as well as their interconnections. However, the essay is found lacking in many ways: for
example, the title does not match the content, the structure is incoherent, the approach is
unclear, and the work contains several inaccuracies. The literature cited is insufficient
either in volume or in content, and the language also has considerable problems.

2 The essay has a research question and an approach. The author presents connections be-
tween matters essential to the topic, and the structure of the essay is fairly consistent.
However, the essay is list-like or insufficient in content, the topic is too broad, or the
approach is unclear. There may be problems in how the author uses research literature.
The work may also have relatively many faults in language and be partly unpolished.

3 The topic is defined, and the essay has an approach. The literature supports the topic, and
the author has a fairly good understanding of the frame of reference central to the topic.
The structure of the essay is logical, the work has informative headings, and the text forms
a consistent whole. The author clearly outlines the connections between matters essential
to the topic. The essay involves independent evaluation of the research literature and the
author’s conclusions. The language and referencing technique of the essay are good, and
the author is able to make well-justified arguments.

4 The topic is well-defined, the essay has a clear approach, and the work offers a balanced
overview of the topic. The author clearly outlines connections between matters essential
to the topic and views them from a wider perspective. Literature is used widely, and it
supports the topic well. The language is fluent and the referencing technique very good.
The essay has a strong introduction and conclusions, and the headings reflect section
content. The essay has an analytical approach that aims to evaluate arguments critically
based on research.

5 The topic is well-defined and the essay has a clear and insightful approach. The essay is
an excellent, particularly well-structured, coherent and logically proceeding whole that
ties matters to their context. Matters essential to the topic are viewed from a larger per-
spective in a novel way. The language is fluent and the referencing technique faultless.
The choice and use of literature support the topic excellently. The essay has a strong
introduction and conclusions, and the headings reflect section content. The essay has an
analytical approach that evaluates arguments critically and scientifically. The work shows
good insights by the author.



These grade descriptions serve as examples. The final grade is always based on a total assess-

ment that applies all the criteria described above.

For more guidelines on writing, please visit:

https://blogs.helsinki.fi/alms-helsinki/alms-learner-support-material/alms-writing-guide/


