La Trobe University Academic Language & Learning Skills 


Thinking about the structure of your essay
(aka: Redrafting to improve your essay structure)

What It’s For:

This is a systematic way to figure out what you have done in a draft, so that you can improve the structure of your next draft. We should always expect to write more than one draft, and the first one is just for you. If you’re not ready to put everything in the right order, that’s ok – just get your ideas and information onto paper where you can see what you’ve done and what you still have to do. You can feel free to make a mess of your first draft, if you need to, because you know that you have a way of cleaning up your mess before the final draft! 

This may help with writer’s block, if you are blocked because you’re worried that your first attempt will not be good enough. It may also help you to get beyond the problem of perfecting your introduction before you write the rest of the draft. Leave the intro to fester! – when you use this method, it will show you what you have to introduce, and then you can go back and do that.

You can also use this method with a study partner, as a non-judgmental way of helping them to see what’s happening in their essay. Swap drafts, and see if you can see the structure of your partner’s draft. This helps each writer to know how well they are communicating, at whatever stage of writing they find this helpful.

What You Do:

I. Read through your draft for sense. Write a brief synopsis of the argument.

II. Read through for structure.

Label each paragraph (in the margin) for content, function, or both.(What is it about? What job is it doing in the essay?)

Write these labels in sequence on a separate sheet: this is an outline of the draft you have written.

2. Is any rearrangement needed? Should you –

a) combine any paragraphs (that deal with the same idea)?

b) split any paragraphs (that deal with more than one idea)?

c) bring together into one section any material which is scattered in this draft?

d) weed? Is there material in any paragraph which does not belong there? Does it belong somewhere else, or in a footnote, or nowhere?

3. Underline the topic sentence of each paragraph (the sentence which tells what the paragraph is about). If none, write TS? In the margin; if there  but buried, consider giving it greater prominence.

4. Look for signposting. Underline (with a wavy line) words, phrases, or sentences that show the relationship between thoughts or between sections (e.g., ‘therefore’, ‘on the other hand’, ‘for example’). If 

inadequate in places, write SP? where needed.

III. Have another coffee; then back to TS? and SP?







Author: Kate Chanock, La Trobe University

© 2007 This material may be reproduced with acknowledgement for the purpose of teaching. It is available from www.latrobe.edu.au/learning Page 1 of 1

