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LT336 Cultural Ideology and Film 

ESSAY WRITING GUIDELINES 

Essays should be word-processed and double-spaced with page numbers. It is essential that your essays follow the guidelines for scholarly presentation set out in the LiFTS Departmental Style Sheet, as marks may otherwise be deducted. Please also ensure that you use the spell check facility on your word-processing package and proofread your work carefully before submitting the final copy. 

The LiFTS Departmental Style Sheet can be found on the web page: 

http://www.essex.ac.uk/lifts/resources/StyleGuide.pdf
Some additional guidelines are given below:

I. Essay Structure and Layout 

i. Structure
Structure is crucial to the effectiveness of any piece of writing. Like a classic narrative film, an academic essay should have a beginning, middle and end. It should have an Introduction, which provides a context for your discussion, states the topic and your approach to it.  You then go on to expand this in the main body of the essay, building your case in a logical manner. Finally, your conclusion will summarize the main points and underline your ‘verdict’ or argument. 

Throughout your essay, you should argue FOR or AGAINST a particular viewpoint; this should be your independent take on the material. Don’t just give a catalogue of general observations. Keep pointing your material at the question and don’t wander off the point. In the body of your essay, you should provide evidence for your argument in the form of examples, quotations or illustrations of scenes from the film (an analysis of two or three well-chosen scenes can be a good way of approaching this).  
ii. Paragraphs

You should start a new paragraph for each new idea or topic, ensuring that the transition between each idea/paragraph is logical and clear to your reader. Unlike newspaper articles, academic essays tend to have fairly substantial paragraphs, consisting of at least three sentences. Ensure that your paragraphs fit their purpose – that they are neither too long nor too short. You should either indent the first line of each new paragraph or use paragraph ‘blocks’, leaving one line between each paragraph.  

iii. Sentences 

Sentence structure (syntax) can make or break an essay. In the hands of a good writer, it can convey meaning with concision and flair. However, the reader will struggle to follow your meaning if your sentences are unfinished, if they are too long or if they simply do not make sense. Use punctuation marks to create pauses within a sentence and to signal transitions or connections – use commas, semi-colons, colons, and dashes appropriately (see The Economist Style Guide, below). Break up long, unwieldy sentences into smaller sentences. Vary the length of sentences throughout your work, for writing has a rhythm and this, perhaps more than anything, is what grips the reader and makes them read on.    

iv. Punctuation and Spelling 

You can lose marks for poor spelling, grammar and punctuation. For the clarity and precision of your writing you MUST use punctuation and spelling correctly. So make an effort to learn when to use of commas, semi-colons, colons, and apostrophes. This will make your writing appear more professional, and will convey your meaning more effectively. 

You might find the following websites useful: 

The Economist Style Guide: http://www.economist.com/research/styleguide
An Educational Companion to Eats, Shoots and Leaves by Lynne Truss:

http://us.penguingroup.com/static/pdf/teachersguides/eatsshootsleaves.pdf
If you don’t know whether to employ commas or semi-colons, when to add an apostrophe or not, or how many dashes can be used within one sentence, these are definitely the websites for you!

In addition to using the spell check facility on your word-processor it is worth going through your work manually to check for any common spelling errors that won’t necessarily be highlighted by your computer, since the correct form will depend on its context.

E.g. 

It’s is an abbreviation of it is (It’s a comedy)

Its indicates the possessive case (The bird ruffled its feathers) 

Please note:

The plural form of DVDs (not DVD’s or DVD,S)

Different uses of punctuation can completely change the meaning of a sentence, for instance: 

A woman, without her man, is nothing.

A woman: without her, man is nothing. 

See Lynne Truss, Eats Shoots and Leaves (London: Profile, 2007) for other examples.

v.  Presentation and Organization Matters 

Where essays are concerned, first appearances do count. The reader is going to form an impression of the work from glancing at your first page and your first paragraph. Firstly, they are going to ask, ‘is this going to be interesting?’ Secondly, ‘does the writer care?’ This is likely to determine how they are going to carry on reading. At this point, there is nothing worse for you, or the reader, than if the answer to the second question is ‘no’, if the work is presented in a sloppy, cynical or unreadable manner. Therefore, how you present your work is essential. 

Using established guidelines for scholarly presentation (including citation) helps to ensure clarity and enables your reader to follow your meaning with greater ease. It gives credibility to your work: for example, acknowledging the sources of your information enables others to see how you reached your conclusions and be able to follow up your research. It also shows professionalism – and, as such, is an important skill to acquire.

Carefully schedule your writing, devoting blocks of time to each of the following: 

· Research and planning 

· Writing the first draft

· Editing and re-writing

· Final checking  

In this way, you can properly attend to matters of presentation and polish your drafts into a well-crafted piece of work. 

I1. Citation 

i. General Use of Critical Sources 

In order to write a good essay, you will need to research your topic thoroughly. Drawing on a wide range of critical sources will help you make a well-informed and sophisticated argument, which (a) acknowledges existing debates, (b) evaluates different critical perspectives, (c) applies these insights to put forward your own analysis and interpretation, and (d) adopts the appropriate register of academic discourse. In an essay, you need to show that you have chosen the appropriate critical sources and engaged with them effectively.   

ii. Font and Style

As a general rule, you should use italics for titles of published books, films, and journals. You should also use italics for foreign words (e.g. par excellence) and for additional emphasis of particular words or phrases, if necessary. 

For titles of articles, essays or chapters within books, you should use inverted commas. E.g. Susan Sontag, ‘The Imagination of Disaster’, in Against Interpretation (London: Eyre and Spottiswode, 1967)

Use bold for headings (e.g. the title of your essay, which should be laid out at the start of your essay) and sub-headings.

Please use regular font for everything else, including quotations. 

iii. References to Films

It is good practice, when you first mention a film in your essay, to state the year of release in brackets, e.g. Three Kings (1999). All film titles should be italicized. You should provide a filmography, in addition to a bibliography, at the end of your essay, giving the details of its year of release, director’s name, principal actors, the name of the studio or production company. This kind of information can be found on the Internet Movie Database <www.imdb.com>.

E.g. Three Kings, dir. David O. Russell, feat. George Clooney, Mark Wahlberg, Ice Cube, Spike Jonze (Warner Bros. Pictures, 1999) 

If you are including film stills, don’t use them purely for decoration – but comment on them in detail, using them to illustrate key points of your argument. The film stills should help you to focus on the specifically cinematic aspects of the film (e.g. mise en scène), rather than merely theme or dialogue. 
It is preferable to obtain your own stills from the DVD by using the ‘screen grab’ or stills capture facility on your computer. That way you can select your own stills, and ensure as far as possible that the image has the correct technical specifications such as aspect ratio.  

Label the stills with captions and insert them in the body of your text, next to the relevant part of the argument.  For example: 
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Fig. 1. The scene in the Republican Guards’ bunker in Three Kings (1999) 

iv. Tense 

It is general practice to refer to texts (whether films, novels, academic books or articles) in the present tense. E.g. In Psycho (1960), Norman Bates identifies with his dead mother. 

v. Introducing Quotations

Always introduce your quotations – never simply ‘stick’ them into your text without comment. 

E.g. In her essay, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, Laura Mulvey claims that women in Hollywood films are ‘coded for strong visual and erotic impact’.
 You should give the details of the source from which you obtained your quotation, including the exact page number, in a footnote, as shown at the bottom of this page. In subsequent references to the same source, you should use a shorthand reference, such as is given below.
 

Select your quotations carefully – in some cases, it may be better to paraphrase, depending on the precise point or emphasis that you want to make. Even if you are paraphrasing, you should acknowledge wherever you have drawn upon the ideas and arguments of others, giving a footnote reference to the source (however, you do not need to footnote well-known facts). 

When you quote, you should trim the quotation and carefully select your words so that the grammar and syntax of the quotation ‘fits’ with the surrounding words. You may need to use a comma or a colon to introduce the quotation. 

E.g. Harry tries to make every word audible in the recording of the conversation in Union Square, including Paul’s utterance: ‘He’d kill us if he had the chance’.    

Use ellipses […] to indicate any words that you have purposefully omitted and use square brackets [  ] to indicate any alterations you have made to the quotation. Try to be consistent in using either single (‘  ’) or double (“  ”) quotation marks around the quoted matter. Only use them together if you are indicating a quotation within a quotation. 

vi. Long Quotations 

While short quotations (of less than 50 words) should be included within your text, in inverted commas, longer quotations should be displayed separately, without inverted commas, indented a few spaces from the left margin and single-spaced. For example:

In his famous Notebooks, Hitchcock writes:

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Then continue your writing again from the left margin …

III. Bibliography 

You should provide a list of all the critical sources (books, articles, websites) that you have consulted at the end of your essay. The items should be listed in alphabetical order, by author’s surname. 

For each book, you should give details of the author’s name, title, place of publication, the name of the publisher, and the date of publication. 

E.g. 

Silverman, Kaja. The Acoustic Mirror: the Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988.   

For journal articles, you should give the name of the article’s author, the title of the article, the name of the journal in which it appears, the volume (and /or issue number) of the journal, the date of that volume/issue, and page range of the article. E.g.

Flinn, Carol. ‘Sound, Woman and the Bomb: Dismembering the “Great Whatsit” in Kiss Me Deadly’. Wide Angle v. 8, no. 3-4 (1986): 115-27.

For an essay or chapter within a book which is an edited collection, you should give the name of the essay’s author, the title of the essay, the title of the book in which it appears, the names of the editors, place of publication, the name of the publisher, and date of publication. E.g.

Ryan, Michael, and Douglas Kellner. ‘Vietnam and the New Militarism’. In Hollywood and War: the Film Reader. Ed. J. David Slocum. Abingdon: Routledge, 2006. 

For an item from a website, you should give the author’s name, title of the item, the date, the URL, and the date you accessed it. E.g.

Ash, Timothy Garton. ‘The Stasi on Our Minds’. New York Review of Books, 31 May 2007. Available online WWW documents <http://www.nybooks.com/articles/20210>(accessed 20 August 2007)

IV. And finally …

There are several good books that give valuable advice on researching and writing essays at University level, including:

Cottrell, Stella. The Study Skills Handbook. Palgrave, 2003. 

McMillan, Kathleen and Jonathan Weyers, How to Write Essays and Assignments. Harlow: Pearson, 2007. 

Good luck and happy writing!

Shohini Chaudhuri

November 2010

� Laura Mulvey, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, in Visual and Other Pleasures (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), 19. 


� Mulvey, 26. [N.B. If referring to several works by the same author, you may need to give more information to distinguish each source, e.g. Mulvey, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, 26.]





