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How to write a Cert HE level essay

hat is an essay? An essay is an

organised collection of facts and
opinions set out logically in response to
a specific question. It is an opportunity
to show that you have understood
the course material, read round it and
thought about it. It is a chance to show
that you can apply what you have learnt
and communicate it to others.

How long should an essay be?

Essays can vary in length — your course
handbook will tell you exactly how much to
write for each essay. But as a general rule,
in the Open Bible Institute, an essay will
either be 1,500 or 3,000 words long. Most
word processing packages have a ‘word
count’ facility — it is worth working out how
to operate yours.

How do I start to write an essay?

Arguably the most important aspect of
writing an essay is understanding the
question. Your essay will be at its best if it
answers the specific question being asked
rather than merely tackling the general
subject area that the question mentions.
For example, consider the question:
“Discuss how Paul’s letter to the Colossians

illustrates Christ’s supremacy over the
created world.” Writing an essay which
contains all you know about the letter to
the Colossians isn’t an appropriate thing to
do. Writing 3,000 words on how the Bible
shows Christ’s supremacy isn’t any good
either. Neither of these approaches show
that you have understood the question.
What this essay actually needs is a piece
of work that identifies specific passages

in the letter to the Colossians that speak
of the supremacy of Christ and shows

how these passages together build up a
picture of Christ’s rule over the created
world. Read and re-read the question on
your assignment sheet, it is imperative you
understand what it requires of you.

How much reading should | do?

It will be necessary for you to read at
least five books (or at least the relevant
chapters of five books)to get the breadth
of understanding needed to write an
essay at this level. There will always be
five books listed for each module and you
might find it useful to write notes as you
read. But students are encouraged to go
beyond the five recommended books and
engage with other commentaries and books
& periodicals on relevant topics. You are
encouraged to take a trip to the library or
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his commentaries. Having said that, it is not
wise nor practical to try to read everything
that has ever been written on the subject —
you wont have the time. So while you are
encouraged to read widely, if your reading
list has more than fifteen major books on it,
you are probably spending too much time
on the research phase of your essay.

What is an essay plan?

Once you have worked out what your essay
is about and read round the subject, it

is time to start putting pen to paper. But
not time to start writing the actual essay!
Before starting out on a long journey, it’s
usual to plan your route. Before starting out
on an essay, it’s usual to plan your writing.
Formulating an essay plan helps to ensure
that you don’t wander off the point and
waste valuable words on issues that simply
aren’t relevant. An essay plan is basically a
list of headings and subheading. On a piece
of paper write the words: introduction,
main arguments and conclusion. Under
each of these headings note down the main
points that you will want to make in each of
these sections and the key Bible passages
you will be using to illustrate these points.
Your ‘main argument’ section might need
to be sub-divided into various sections as
your argument may have various strands to

it. Once you have done this — decide what
order you are going to make your points.
Make sure you end up with an essay that
has a logical flow, a coherent argument and
a well thought through conclusion (that
relates directly to the question). Finally,
roughly allocate a set number of words for
each section. No more than 10% of your
word count should go on the introduction.
No more than 10% on your conclusion. In
the end you should have a piece of paper
that looks as follows (and which can be
submitted to the OBI office for comment

- something which enables you to check
you are on the right lines before you spend
hours typing the essay up!):

MAIN TITLE
Introduction (10%)

— main points (often background
information)

Main Argument (80%)

- Subheading A (1000 words)
— main points & key Bible passages

- Subheading B (700 words)
— main points & key Bible passages

- Subheading C (700 words)
— main points & key Bible passages

Conclusion (10%)

—main points (your answer to the
question)
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Once the essay plan is in place and has
been commented upon by an OBl academic
adviser, it is time to start writing the essay.
It doesn’t need to be written all in one
session, the joy of having the essay plan in
place is that it allows you to type individual
sections without losing the overall thread.
Go through each section of the plan and
put flesh on the bones — always ensuring
that you show how your point relates to the
Bible (quotations that illustrate your point
are always useful). The essay needs to be
set out in a specific way — for this you need
to refer to the OBI style guide (student
support leaflet 9). Marks will be deducted
if you fail to adhere to the guidelines set
out so please do read the leaflet carefully.
Make sure that you keep to the word limit
— examiners are never impressed by essays
that roll on for pages more than they
should. And make sure too that you use
spelling, grammar and punctuation that is
accurate. Always ensure you cite the source
of your information. And always ensure that
you explain yourself clearly — don’t assume
the examiner knows what is going on inside
your brain! It is often a good idea to ask a
friend or spouse to read your essay through
— even someone who hasn’t studied
theology should be able to follow the flow
of your essay, if they can’t, you may need
to re-write to make things clearer! Right at
the end of the process, do one final check

- does your essay answer the question that
has been asked? If it does, then send off
your work for marking with the appropriate
cover sheet attached. Always ensure you
keep a copy of your essay at home, just in
case the one you send off gets lost in the
post!

What do | do when | get my results?

It may be tempting to think that once an
essay has been written, it can be forgotten.
But if you are to get the most from your
studies then it is a good idea to read it
again once you have received your results
and comments. There will always be things
that can be improved upon — make sure
you know exactly what they are so you can
put them into action next time you write an
essay.

In Summary

To write an effective essay you will need to:
® Read the question

® Research the topic

* Plan the essay

e Write with clarity

® Review your progress

And try to enjoy it too ... after all, it is a
great opportunity to get to know more
about God!
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