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Starting Out 
The point of this guide 

!
Welcome to the geography department! I hope that you are settling in well 
and are now beginning to enjoy university life. As a former student here, I 
know how hectic these first few weeks can be (and if your experience is 
anything like mine, it won't get any quieter, either!) The purpose of this 
guide is to save you a load of time, stress and energy by giving you some 
tips on how to get the most out of your degree whilst wasting the minimal 
amount of time. It is chock-full of strategies compiled by postgraduate tutors 
that, looking back as postgrads now, we wish we had known or thought 
about when starting our degrees. It covers strategies for reading, thinking 
through the course material, writing essays, doing your revision and writing 
your exams, and it is all set up to help you to get your head around the 
trickier parts of your undergrad, and get you ready for the start of second 
year, when your grades begin to actually count towards your final degree.  
!

Contents 

!

Page:

What are tutorials, what is a tutor? 3

…Too…Much…Literature! (and not enough time) - Learning to 
read effectively

5

Taking notes - Saving time, avoiding stress 15

“That’s the question?!” - Learning to write 25

The Rickety Bridge - Tips for writing strong essays 35

Now THAT’S an ending! (or is the beginning?) - Tips on 
concluding 

38

“Revision? Now?! You are joking, right?” - Tips for strategic 
revision, getting prepared, and not wasting time.

43



What is a Tutorial? 

What is a Tutor?  
!
Tutorials are a big part of your undergrad. They present a valuable 
opportunity for you to participate in a number of small group discussions 
that are focused around specific aspects of the course material. They give 
you the chance to ask all manner of questions that you might otherwise not 
get the opportunity to ask, and you can use these sessions to bounce ideas 
off one another and get an understanding of different approaches to various 
topics. Each tutorial will be run by a tutor (usually a postgraduate member of 
staff) who will help you to dig into the detail of the lecture content and 
reading materials, enabling you to better appreciate their relevance. 

In your first year, you will be allocated a human geography tutorial group 
that will keep the same tutor and group members. You will meet with them 5 
times throughout the year, and you should get to know on another pretty 
well. The most important role of these first tutorials is to help you to develop 
key academic skills which will enable you to reach the better grades before 
you hit level 2 (when your marks actually start to count). Please try and make 
as much use of these tutorials as you can – the learning curve for discovering 
how to read critically and write academically is pretty steep, and these 
sessions will provide an excellent opportunity for you to get a handle on 
these skills as soon as possible. This guide should be seen as an additional 
supplement to the content of these sessions. 

The role of your tutor is to mainly facilitate discussion within tutorial sessions. 
Tutors will set you small tasks to complete before each tutorial and they will 
use these tasks to get you to think about the course material more deeply. 
Whilst this is their main task, tutors also have the role of marking all of your 
essay assignments in first year (but not your exam scripts). They will give you 
detailed written feedback on your essays and will also arrange face-to-face 
feedback sessions after every assignment. They will also often use tutorials as 
a place in which to cover commonly experienced essay problems. It is 
therefore often extremely important that you attend these sessions.  
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Significantly, tutors also provide an important point of contact. If you have 
questions about the course, or about assignments, then they can usually 
either answer your questions directly, or point you in the direction of 
someone who can. Most tutors will be happy to be contacted via email, but 
please appreciate that they are very busy people, too! 

There are a couple of things you should try to do before your first tutorials: 

Subscribe to your tutorial blogs 

These blogs are designed so that tutors can share interesting and helpful 
content with you throughout the year. They are also yours to do what you 
wish with, so please feel free to use them as a site for continuing your tutorial 
discussions. By clicking on the ‘settings’ tab in the top right hand corner of 
the tutor blog page (found on the human geography page in DUO) you can 
opt to subscribe the blogs. Subscribing is important, for it will force DUO to 
send you an email update every time the blog is updated - this is necessary 
because many tutors will use the blogs as a way to let you know of 
alterations to room locations, and upcoming tutorials. 

Write our tutorial dates and locations in your diary and make sure they 
don’t clash with anything else! 

If you don’t have a diary, either buy one or create one on Google Calendar 
or some other free calendar software. Being on top of your time 
management is really critical for getting to grips with university life. 

!
  
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
! !
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…Too…Much…Literature! (and not 
enough time): Learning to read effectively 

!
A common problem that many undergraduates experience is knowing how 
to read efficiently. A considerable amount of time within your degrees should 
be spent reading, but it doesn’t have to be as painful as some people make 
it! In this guide I suggest some quick and sneaky pointers for getting the 
most out of academic papers whilst also wasting a minimal amount of time.  

One of the most common sources of lost time is through spending several 
hours reading an article or chapter, only to find that it isn’t all that relevant to 
the topic that you are trying to write about. One of the main themes in this 
section is therefore how to go about finding relevant material quickly. I have 
split this section into two different topics; 1) how to logically find relevant 
material for your essays, and 2) how to efficiently conduct your more general 
course reading. Throughout these two topics I have also included a range of 
tips for getting your head around tough material, and for processing this 
information quickly. 

Reading for essays: 

So you have been set a question. It looks scary and you haven’t a clue where 
to begin. How do we go about you go about finding the material to help you 
to answer it? Here is a point by point guide: 

• Firstly, look at the question. Does it use a quotation? Does it directly cite 
any authors? If the answer is yes to either of these questions, then you will 
need to find and read this text and develop a solid understanding of it. In 
particular, you are going to have to get your head around its conceptual 
content. Any text that has an essay question structured around it is likely to 
be pushing a conceptual argument that you will be being invited to 
critically evaluate in your essays. 

• Whilst looking at the question, you will also need to identify any concepts 
that it identifies. Highlight them and list them. You might want to compile 
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a separate document in word for each of these concepts, in order to 
collate the thoughts that you develop around them. 

• Now turn to your lecture materials. Try to find the concepts that you have 
just listed in the lecture slides. Most concepts that are included within 
essay questions will have been introduced in some form or other in the 
lecture materials (but they may not necessarily be explicitly named). In 
most cases however, it is likely that a general explanation of the concept 
will have already have been provided. Be warned though - any definition 
given in these slides will likely only be one articulation of that concept, and 
may only cover it in a limited amount of detail. You will therefore need to 
do substantial reading around that concept in order to get beyond just 
how it is covered in the lecture.  

• Whilst looking through the lecture materials it is also worthwhile identifying 
the other concepts that are connected to the the ones that are explicitly 
identified in the essay question. The chances are that your essay questions 
will be inviting you to draw out the links between these concepts, so you 
will need to be aware of their implications in order to develop a solid 
response. Drawing connections between concepts is also a good way for 
you to showcase your knowledge and understanding of the course 
content, and can be a great opportunity for you to develop an interesting 
twist that will help you get the higher marks. 

• As you compile this list of connected concepts, you should try to jot down 
any understandings that you have developed in relation to them, along 
with any conceptual links that you have identified. 

• Having made this list, you should probably now begin to have a look 
through the course reading lists. In particular, look for titles that contain the 
concepts that you have written down. Starred texts containing these terms 
are likely to be the most important things to read. 

• Some texts on the reading list might also be relevant, but not seem that 
useful based upon their titles. It is therefore always a good idea to have a 
look through the abstracts of articles and the introductions and conclusions 
of chapters/books to see if the terms you have listed come up. 

!
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Critical Point: 

You should always read all of the starred texts on a module block if you 
can. These texts are the main materials from which the lectures have been 
developed. It is likely that these will also contain a solid overview of the 
conceptual points that you are being invited to consider in your essays. You 
should not limited your reading just to these texts though! 

Graduate’s Tip: 

Some of the key texts have only a few copies in the library. In order to make 
sure you get hold of these texts in time, try to look at the reading lists in 
advance of your next lectures. I know it sounds a bit sad, but doing this will 
make it more likely that you are able to get hold of these books before the 
rest of the class realises! You do not want to the sucker who desperately 
needs this one book but can’t get it out of the library before the deadline 
because it has been recalled so many times… 

• Your aim in reading these texts is to try to identify what is meant by these 
concepts, how they are being used and how they have been discussed in 
relation to other concepts and different topics. In this way, you need to 
approach your reading like you are drawing out a map. You want to 
identify the web of arguments and connections that have been made 
around a topic. 

• This sounds like a lot of work, but you don’t always have to read entire 
articles! It is a good idea to read the introduction and conclusions to 
papers before deciding whether they are relevant. Have a scan over the 
headings of the different sections too - you might find there is just one 
really relevant section in the whole piece. Try and work this out before you 
commit a huge amount of time to reading the entire text. That said, it is 
still good practice to summarise the content of the text, even if you have 
only read its introduction and conclusion. 

• An incredibly valuable tool for rapidly dissecting texts is the ‘Find’ 
command that can be used in webpages, word, and PDF viewers - just hit 
Control+F and then enter the term that you want to find within the text. If 
its there, it will be highlighted. This can help you to find the most relevant 
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sections of texts and get to grips with the core concepts quickly. That said, 
it is very important when doing this to pay attention to the context in 
which these concepts are used. This can be a helpful technique to quickly 
pull apart articles and chapters, but you do actually have to read some of 
the surrounding material and develop an understanding of the position of 
these terms in the author’s overall arguments. 

Critical Point: 

After reading an article DO NOT just rush on to the next one. Try to sit 
back and think through the argument that has just been made, the way 
concepts have been articulated, the way things fit together. This is almost 
more important than the reading itself, and will help you to develop your 
own individual arguments and voice. It will also help you identify holes in 
your understanding and new avenues in which you could go down. So many 
people just try to do a ton of reading then just stitch what they have read 
together. To get good marks you need to step back and think. You need to 
try to find your own position on these debates. Do you agree with this 
person? If not, why not? What do you think is going on here? 

Especially important is thinking about what is at stake in using these 
concepts in relation to the topic that you are looking at. How does the usage 
of these terms affect the way that we understand the world, or change our 
perspective of it, and how might this have implications for the ways in which 
we interact with it? In other words, what are the consequences of this 
argument, if it were followed through to its conclusion? A good way to think 
about this is by trying to work out who might get excluded or left out in 
these descriptions. How is space being imagined? Is it divided, physically or 
discursively, and who gets access to different areas? Does the concept as it 
has been articulated here work in a different empirical context or case study? 
If not, talk about this! Why does it not work? Being able to think through 
such questions is the key to getting the 1st class grades. It shows that you 
can think critically and can produce original ideas. 

And talking about thinking critically…you need to assess the context from 
which the texts that you are citing have emerged. Who is writing them? How 
are these authors and the texts that they produce embedded in different sets 
of power relations that might condition what they say? For example, you 
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might question the way in which key conceptual terms such as 
'development' are being used within geographical arguments; do they come 
from specific view points (e.g. Western, economic, needs-based) and how 
does the way that those terms are being used affect how the people 
employing them act? How might the contextual situation of the writer (for 
example, a white European academic working at Durham University) affect 
the viewpoint of the particular piece? Likewise, what discipline has the text 
come from? As you go through the university, you will find that different 
disciplines will have very different understandings and approaches to 
different topics and concepts. You will need to be critically aware of this in 
your reading. Finally, the historical context of texts is really important in this 
regard, too. Take care to note the date in which texts were written in and the 
history of the author. Ask  how this might change the way that the terms in 
question are being used? How have discussions on the subject changed 
since then?  

• From this point you then have a number of options. You can: 

• Return to the reading list and find more texts that appear to be relevant. 
This is often your most reliable source of on-topic material, and you should 
try to exhaust the reading list of relevant texts. 

• Look at the reference lists of the materials that you have read. Do the same 
practice of scouring through the titles of the texts that these authors have 
cited and you will likely identify a whole range of related texts. This is one 
of the most commonly used academic techniques, and ensures that you 
are drawing on texts that have a similar frame of reference. Be careful 
though - always try to identify the context of the new material that you 
find. Again, these texts could still have come from quite different 
disciplines and may take a subtly or even dramatically different approach 
to the topic. 

• Hit the literary databases. There are a number of options available to you 
here (Google Scholar, Web of Knowledge, Durham ‘Discover’, individual 
journal webpages). Again, it is important to keep in mind who is writing 
these articles and how this affects their position.  

!
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Suggested Databases: 

Durham ‘Discover’ (A comprehensive search of materials available at 
Durham, and online). 

Library search (A more specific search of Durham’s library and web-based 
content) 

Google Scholar (A search of all relevant online material containing your 
search terms. Can be very useful, but also difficult to select texts that are 
directly relevant to the disciplinary conversations you will be writing into. For 
example - searching ‘energy security’ might bring up a lot of economic 
analyses and show no geographical debates. Scholar also useful shows 
citation links - these are useful to find other authors who have drawn upon 
the selected texts in their own writing, which can be helpful for finding 
further relevant material) 

Journal specific searches (Every journal has a search box on their web page 
- it can be helpful to identify the best journals for geography and search 
these journals for the most up to date relevant research) 

Web of Science (A largely comprehensive academic search tool that allows 
you to precisely search for academic texts that use certain terms. It gives you 
far more granular control over your searches than Google Scholar, but like 
Google Scholar, will make certain omissions and highlight particular texts 
over others). 

Bibliography Software - You could also certain bibliography software such 
as Mendeley and Readcube, which use algorithms to identify further reading 
suggestions based upon your previous reading habits. 

• As you read through each new text, continue to keep an eye out for other 
related concepts and do the same as you did before. Highlight them, start 
a new document dedicated to them, and try to think about how they might 
be relevant to the essay question and the argument that you plan to make. 
If they seem useful, you could then also search for these terms in both your 
reading lists and elsewhere. 
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Graduate’s Tip: 

Many people struggle with reading complex texts, particularly  during the 
first couple of years of their degrees. In fact, even some professors complain 
about how impenetrable certain texts are! There are three key things to 
remember about tough texts though:  

1) Persevere. Re-read sentences, mull them over, and speak to friends who 
are also struggling with it. Try to organise your time so that you do have 
the opportunity to give an article ‘room to breathe’. One amazingly 
useful article can be far better than six tangentially useful ones. 

2) …But there is no point in wasting time by bashing your head against a 
brick wall. Try to get as much out of a tough chapter as possible, but 
accept that there might be some aspects of it that you don’t understand 
right now. Flag these up so that you can come back to them, but press 
on with other related readings around the topic. As you read more 
material, the topic will likely be discussed from a variety of view points 
and will become more fathomable. Often over time you will become 
familiar with the vocabulary of a particular literature. After a while you 
will tend to find that you can then come back to the original text and 
understand it far more easily.  

3) You can also get help from other sources. The dictionary of human 
geography is a good starting point if you want a basic overview of a 
concept and some of the ways in which it has been used within 
geography. If you are still struggling to make any headway, then try 
hitting the internet - there are plenty of quality academic blogs online in 
which writers translate tough material in less dense ways. There are also 
thousands of lectures available on Youtube. You may find that a more 
accessible overview of a topic is available there. These should not be 
used as replacements for the original texts though. They should be used 
as a means of finding an entry point to these harder texts. Finally, If you 
feel that you have got a reasonable understanding of a text but need 
clarification on a single point, you could ask your lecturers after class. 

!
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• One particularly useful piece of advice is to try to get a solid 
understanding of the wider literature. Hit the abstracts to get an overview 
of the broad lines of argument that have been made about a topic - this is 
crucial for situating your arguments and understanding what the current 
literary landscape looks like! Spending a day reading abstracts and 
mapping out literatures (effectively doing a simple literature review) can 
help you to show a breadth of reading and the relevance of your 
arguments. What has been written about this topic by academics so far? 
Knowing what other people have said and the general areas of a 
discussion is a key part of being an academic. Try to be aware of this and 
take note of how the texts you are reading are situated in relation to one 
another. Often you can quickly gain a fair understanding of the main 
arguments that have been made in a particular field and who the main 
writers are by just reading these sections. Doing a quick review of this can 
often help you to decide which route to go down for the arguments you 
make in your essays, and it can definitely help you in your exams if you 
know the different angles in which particular themes have been explored.  

• Note: There often will be a text or two that contains a literature review on a 
particular concept, idea or theme and these can be really useful for quickly 
getting to grips with how the landscape of a discussion lies. Sometimes 
you can even directly google scholar search for these using search terms 
such as ‘literature review *insert topic*’ (but make sure, again, that you are 
drawing on reliable texts-who can say that the literature review written by 
Joe Bloggs [no other information available] is at all accurate? Do you want 
to take the risk?) 

• Finally, try to get your head around what the aims of different geographical 
journals are. Progress in Human Geography, for example, is a journal that is 
dedicated to articles that broadly review the literatures around different 
academic topics! Not a bad place to start if you are looking for a good 
overview… 

For General Course Reading (and Revision): 

A common situation that many students find themselves in is that they mainly 
just read for specific tasks (tutorials, essay questions, seminars, etc.), and that 
as they come to the end of the year they realise their reading is not 

�12



sufficiently broad enough to enable them to competently answer their exam 
questions. This is a big problem that you don’t want to have - reading, 
despite the techniques listed here, is still really time consuming and cannot 
easily be done at the last minute.  

Critical Point: 

It is essential that you read around the course content throughout the 
year. The amount of reading that students do is the main differentiator 
between those students that perform well and those that don’t get the 
grades that they want. Reading will help with your essays, prepare you for 
your exams, and will enable you to identify holes in your understanding early 
enough for you to be to be able to address them before crunch time. It is not 
possible to emphasise this enough - reading is the single most effective 
thing you can do to improve your grades.  

• The process of generally reading for your modules is largely the same as it 
is for your essays. What makes it distinct however, is how you go about 
finding your starting point. 

• Rather than knowing the specific concepts that you have to be clued up 
on, here you have to think about what the course is trying to achieve and 
identify the key ideas that you need to read around. 

• In the first instance, a good way of doing this is by going to the module 
descriptor page on DUO (nobody ever looks at this, but trust me, its useful 
and its quick). In the short blurb about the outcomes the module hopes to 
achieve it will often discuss the over-riding emphasis placed within the 
course. For example, previous human geography modules have looked at 
the inter-actions between the scale of the global and the local. As such, 
whilst scale did not necessarily appear explicitly as a concept within the 
lecture slides, it was the central framing concept around which the module 
and the assignments were based. You need to try to review the course 
content and the set readings by looking through the framings identified in 
these module descriptors. 

• A second strategy is to look at the course timetable and review the lecture 
blocks and the lecture titles. Try to think about how the different themes 
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connect up and relate to one another. Are there common themes that 
overlap between lecture blocks? If so, you might want to focus your 
reading around these themes 

• You should also go through each set of lecture slides (preferably as you go 
along throughout the year) and identify the core concepts and cited 
readings that come up in the lectures. You want to try to get an 
understanding of each of these concepts and try to be building a picture 
up of how they are connected throughout the year. 

• Try to identify case studies that are highlighted in the lecture blocks. 
Certain lecture blocks will require you to look at certain case studies in the 
exams. Make sure that you read around these examples, but also try to 
think about how the ideas used in the analysis of these examples might be 
applied to other areas. If you have time, it might be good to find some 
reading on other examples that you believe might be relevant. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
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Taking Notes 
Saving Time, Avoiding Stress 

!
Different people have very different tactics for taking notes. Some  
students make very detailed notes, whilst others only jot down key 
ideas and concepts. Your own preferences will develop with time 
and experience - what works best for you may not work for 
everyone. There are definitely some strategies that work better 
than others though. In this section I include some suggestions, 
some ideas of things to avoid, and a few examples of different 
note-taking styles (these can be found at the end of the document). 

Critical Point: 

You will notice in this section that emphasis is placed upon revision. 
It is important to remember that your notes need to be useful 
for both writing your essays and for revising for your exams. 
Good note taking is actually a key part of the revision process and 
needs to be something that you are doing throughout the year. 

!
Things to Avoid… 

• A common mistake that many students make is taking extremely 
detailed notes of each and every article. Detailed notes have 
some benefits (you might be able to return to a text and re-
analyse it even after you have had to return it to the library), but 
in most cases it is a hinderance. There is no way that you can 
revise from the multiple pages of notes that you have taken for 
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each paper you have read. Excessive length makes finding salient 
points in your notes much harder, to the point where you are 
spending almost as long trying to find a piece of information as it 
would take to read the article in the first place. You will also often 
find that you have paraphrased a little too much and have to 
return to the original text anyway, and the amount of time that 
you end up spending taking long notes will be double that that it 
takes you to read the article in the first place. Long notes can 
therefore cost you considerable time without giving you major 
benefits. As a rule of thumb, you should not be producing more 
than 3 A4 pages of notes per article/chapter (this is admittedly an 
extremely arbitrary distinction though). 

• On the other hand, taking very brief notes is not helpful either, 
because you may not be able to remember the main points of 
the text, and you will definitely end up re-reading full articles and 
texts at a later date. 

• Another thing that will save you time whilst taking notes is to 
make sure that you record the text details (Author[s], Date, Title, 
Publisher, Location of Publication, Journal, etc…) Some of these 
details, such as publishing location can be hard to find online (if 
you have to return the book, say, before you use those notes in 
your writing). In particular, if you are taking direct quotations 
from a text, then make sure that you take a note of the page 
number that that quote came from. From personal experience, 
there is nothing worse than realising that you don't have the 
page number for a quote you really want to use but has come 
from a book that is impossible to get your hands on again. It is a 
lot easier if you just take a note of this information whilst the text 
is in front of you! 
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• Try to avoid just copying out text or individual points. The danger 
in this is that you will likely just regurgitate these arguments or try 
to jam them into your essays without giving them sufficient 
personal reflection. Instead, try to take note of the broader ideas 
and approaches that are being used. Paraphrase them, and 
perhaps try to apply them to other course ideas in your notes.  

!
Things to Try Out? 

• My own approach to note taking involves the use of a 
bibliographic program such as Zotero, Mendeley, Endnote or 
Qiqqa (see example 1). All of these programs are free to 
download (except for Endnote), and several of them also offer 
free cloud-based storage. Bibliographic software such as these 
allow you to store all of your articles and texts in PDF form on 
your computer (I save mine into a folder that I then import to 
Mendeley). From this you can then sort different articles into 
different themes and topics (useful when you are writing a 
literature review or essay), keyword search all of your readings 
(helpful if you know you read about a topic but can’t remember 
where), and can even create searchable digital notes by either 
attaching separate word files (tagged to each article), or by 
entering them directly into the program. Some programs also 
allow you to digitally annotate your PDFS. In this way, 
bibliographic software is particularly helpful because it allows you 
to digitally search for materials and your own ideas that you have 
taken notes of (and it also has the benefit of automatically taking 
a record of the text details and will even compile your reference 
lists for essays for you!) 

• However, I am rubbish at remembering stuff if I read it on a 
computer. Some of you may be great at this, but I need to have 
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things physically in front of me for it to go in. Because of this, I 
print out all of the journal articles that I read and I then annotate 
directly onto the printed sheets. I highlight salient points and 
leave annotations and reflections in the margins. I then sort and 
store these different articles in a series of box files that I have 
labeled with different literature themes such as ‘post-
structuralism’, ‘political geography’, and ‘energy geographies’. 
You might use terms such as ‘landscapes’, ‘middle eastern cities’, 
‘cities’, ‘health geographies’, ‘food geographies’, and so on. I can 
then easily find the things that I have read in the past, and can 
see what my thoughts were on the individual points within the 
text. Furthermore, I have wasted no time writing out dense or 
impenetrable notes, and I don’t have to directly copy down 
quotations word for word - I just have them highlighted (see 
examples 2 and 3). 

• Other people have other strategies though. One (very good) 
option is to always write a brief summary of every book/article/
chapter/abstract/conclusion that you read. This should be in your 
own words, and should be written immediately after you have 
read the text - in this way you can force yourself to think through 
the arguments holistically. As you write these summaries, you 
should try to make connections between the ideas in the text and 
other parts of the course/other texts. 

• A good way to structure these summaries is to first write a few 
lines about what the text says, what the main arguments are, and 
what concepts were used in making these arguments. Reflecting 
on how these concepts have been articulated or mobilised within 
these texts can also be very helpful. You might then write a few 
lines on how the text fits into the course description/topics. You 
could even write down a number of keywords underneath the 
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summary to enable you to quickly find relevant texts later during 
revision/essay writing (see example 4). 

Graduate’s Tip! 

This kind of note-taking might seem counter-intuitive but it will 
actually save you a lot of time in the long run. Instead of having 
pages of notes to read, you will have produced a half, or quarter, 
page of prose that summarises the main ideas and can be 
reviewed easily. This is important because:  

• It will provide you with easy-to-return-to notes that can be 
quickly reviewed as your exams approach (in a sense, you are 
doing some of your revision work here).  

• It will also help you to mentally consolidate your reading and 
see the text in relation to the rest of the course.  

• It will force you to step back and develop your own informed 
critical opinion (which is super-important and cannot be 
emphasised enough!). 

• It will help the material to stuck in your mind a bit better 
because you actually forced yourself to think about it  

• If you do it right, it can also give you written material that is 
already tied into the key concepts and which could potentially 
be slotted into your essays at a later date. Sure, it will need 
editing a bit, but you already have done a load of the work! 

• Another option would be to combine similarly-constructed notes 
into a table that can be easily reviewed during your revision. In 
this table you might have a column for the text details, a column 
for the summary of the argument, a column for the concepts that 
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were used (and how they were employed), and a column for any 
particularly useful quotations (see example 5).  

Case Studies 

• Case studies can be useful, but what do they show? If you are 
taking notes on particular case studies, try to see how they apply 
to the different arguments that are made within the literature 
around different concepts. Only write down information about 
the case study that is useful for demonstrating particular aspects 
of these arguments (the rest will just be a waste of time). 

• Don’t just rely on other people’s case studies. Take a look at how 
the concepts and ideas that you are exploring might fit into other 
examples that you are aware of. Have a look at newspapers and 
current events too and see if there is any evidence of these things 
being present in contemporary events. Take a note of these - 
perhaps try and write a paragraph drawing out the links. This will 
show originality in your written work and demonstrate your own 
critical observations. 

• Alternatively, you might take a fully conceptual/topical approach. 
Because essay and exam questions tend to be structured around 
key concepts and ideas that will be developed upon throughout 
the module and in your reading, an extremely useful practice can 
be to try to compile notes structured around these concepts.  
Creating a separate word file every time you come across a new 
concept (e.g. ‘place’, ‘ways of seeing’, ‘mobility’, ‘Orientalism’, 
‘post-colonialism’, and so on) and adding to these documents 
every time that you come across a text that employs them will 
help you to not only see how different concepts are articulated in 
different ways, but will also help you to build a more rounded 
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understanding of them and develop your own critical opinions 
regarding them (see example 6).  

• Importantly, having separate conceptual documents will also 
enable you to put them side by side and try to see the links 
between them. 

• As your undergraduate degree progresses and these documents 
grow, they will become more and more useful. Many undergrads 
find that they forget or abandon their notes from earlier years, 
which really wastes all of the time you put into reading them! 
Compiling your notes in this way though will help you to bring 
your readings forward with you and will make them useful in years 
to come. 

Examples 

Example 1 - Keeping track of texts and notes in bibliography 
software 
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!
Example 2 - Directly annotating articles 

!
Example 3 - Keeping track of printed articles 

!
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!
Example 4 - Short summaries of texts  

(The ones here are not great! You will be able to write far better ones if you follow the 
content suggestions above) 

Benne$,	J.	(2010)	“Vibrant	Ma$er:	A	Poli;cal	Ecology	of	Things”	Durham	N.C.:	Duke	University	Press!

Building	on	her	 earlier	work,	 Jane	Benne$	demonstrates	 the	 fundamental	 ability	 of	 seemingly	 irrelevant,	 immobile	
ma$er	to	have	agency,	to	have	effects	on	both	human	and	non-human	ma$er.	Emphasising	the	surprising	power	of	
the	mundane	through	examining	how	she	was	affected	by	seemingly	inconsequen;al	waste	in	a	gu$er	one	morning,	
her	study	presents	an	important	narra;ve	that	a$empts	to	address	our	blindness	within	poli;cs	to	the	agency	of	the	
material.	 In	so	doing	she	invokes	a	term	which	emphasises	the	intellectual	exclusion	which	things	have	experienced;	
‘thing-power’	(similar	to	girl	power,	black	power,	etc.).	As	the	;tle	of	her	book	suggests,	she	a$empts	to	demonstrate	
the	vibrancy,	the	liveliness	of	things	that	has	long	been	ignored.	!

Bissel,	D.	(2009)	“Inconsequen;al	Materiali;es:	The	Movement	of	Lost	Effects”	Space	and	Culture	12:1	pp	95-115!

Taking	a	similar	stance	to	Benne$	(indeed,	having	been	influenced	by	her	earlier	paper),	Bissel	a$empts	to	trace	the	
spa;ality	and	materiality	of	seemingly	inconsequen;al	ma$er	through	using	an	actor-network	theory	perspec;ve.	He	
argues	that	the	materiality	of	ma$er	 is	under	con;nuous	change,	that	 it	 is	defined	by	the	networks	 it	finds	 itself	 in,	
and	that	urban	space	is	designed	to	govern	the	spa;ality	and	agency	of	non-human	ma$er,	in	par;cular	what	he	terms	
rather	 generally	 as	 ‘waste’.	 	 He	 describes	 how	 city	 space	 is	 designed	 to	 priori;se	 certain	 flows	 and	 argues	 that	
materials	 can	 interrupt	 these	 flows	 and	 can	 affect,	 or	 induce,	 par;cular	 emo;ons	 within	 humans.	 Whilst	 largely	
retracing	 the	 work	 of	 Benne$,	 Bissel’s	 argument	 is	 useful	 because	 it	 begins	 to	 encourage	 an	 examina;on	 of	 the	
geography	of	the	material,	Bissel	tenta;vely	exploring	the	;p	of	the	iceberg	of	the	spa;al	aspects	of	material’s	agency.	

!
Example 5 - Quick-to-read tables of notes 

!

Text: Summary of argument: Concepts: Useful 
Quotations:

Keywords:

Massey 
(2005) 
“For 
Space”

• Point one 
• Point two 
• Point three 
• Point four 
• Point five

• Space 
• Place 
• Relationality 
• Space-time 

compression

!
We must 
“recognise 
space as the 
product of 
interrelations” 
p. 9

Space 
Place 
Relationality

Bennett, J 
(2010) 
“Vibrant 
Matter”

• Point one 
• Point two 
• Point three 
• Point four 
• Point five

• Thing-power 
• Materialism 
• Agency 
• Relationality

“it was in part 
because of 
the 
contingent 
tableau that 
they formed 
together” 
p. 5

Materialism 
Material 
Politics
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Example 6 - Notes structured around key concepts 

Rhythms !
McCormack, D. (2002) “A Paper with an Interest in Rhythm” Geoforum 33 pp. 
469-485 !
“How does one give a word to a wordless movement without stifling the life of that 
movement? How, when such movement is often below the cognitive threshold of 
representational awareness that defines what is admitted into serious research, does one 
give a word to a movement without seeking to represent it?” p. 470 !
“this work [non-representational theory] enlivens an emerging interest in rhythm by 
drawing attention to the possibility of creatively apprehending the rhythms of movement 
through an animated space given consistency by non-subjectifying forces as much as by 
subjectifying forces” p. 470 !
“For Lefebvre rhythm produces an ‘animated space’ which is an ‘extension of the space of 
bodies’, a space to be apprehended through the mutually implicated corporeal and 
conceptual interventions of ‘rhythmanalysis’” p. 471 !
Rhythmanalysis has been appropriated to look at urban life (Soja 1996, Borden 2001, 
Crang 2001) !
Deleuze and Guattari, like Lefebvre, treat rhythm as an important pragmatic concept !
They look at it through the idea of the refrain !
Rhythmic lines of movement 
Incomplete !
Lefebvre, H. (2013) “Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life” (3rd Ed) 
London: Bloomsbury Revelations !
(Elden’s Foreword) 
Lefebvre showing the interrelations of understandings of space and time in the 
comprehension of everyday life !
These issues need to be thought together rather than separately !
At once concerned with the metaphysical and at the same time concerned with the 
minutia of everyday life !
(Abbreviated extract) !
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“…THAT’S the question?!” Learning to 
Write 

Learning to write at university is a big challenge. It is very different to what 
you will have been used to at A-level and will take a bit of time to get your 
head around. Most of first year is about learning how to think and write 
academically, so please use your first essays as a means to practice and 
develop your writing style before your marks actually start to count. I have 
prepared some notes here to help you with this. 

Step 1: Plan your time 

Time is the biggest decider of essay quality. If you want a good mark, then 
you need to get organised! There are a couple of main ways in which this 
helps. Firstly, it will give you the opportunity to do sufficient reading. 
Reading takes time and is the most important part of your undergraduate 
degree. You need to make sure that you have enough time to cover the 
material that you are being assessed on. Secondly, it will give you space to 
produce a decent essay that you have been able to put through quality 
control checks. If you are scribbling away right up until the deadline, you are 
handing in whatever you have produced. Getting an essay read for and 
written several days early will give you an opportunity to reflect upon your 
answer without the stress, will allow you to come back to it a couple of days 
later and see all of the typos, and will give you time to check it against the 
mark scheme. Getting space from an essay can help you really polish it up 
and make it shine. 
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So how do you get organised? Well firstly, get a diary (or use a free online 
calendar).  Secondly, keep checking DUO (ideally every day) to see if the 
essay questions have been released yet. Thirdly, then make sure that you 
block out sufficient time for each essay (I usually took 1-2 weeks, with 4-8 
days reading, but you might be faster than me). Finally, make sure that you 
schedule in time to make sure that you get the essay completed well before 
the actual hand-in.  

Step 2: Read the question (duh…oh, but wait)  

Read the question and make sure you understand what it is asking you to do. 
Identify the key words, authors and concepts articulated in the question. 
These are they key features that need to be seen in your essays. Pay 
particular attention in these questions to every word-missing out a word such 
as 'critical' in 'critically engage with' can lead you to dropping several grade 
boundaries-so be careful! You might also want to think about what the 
question is actually trying to get at. A question such as “What is a 
neighbourhood?” for example, might seem very simple, but under scrutiny it 
really isn’t. This question wants you to review how people from different 
backgrounds (planners,  architects, human geographers, politicians) have 
conceptualised and operationalised neighbourhoods differently in the past, 
and it wants you to try to work out the problems inherent within these 
definitions. You therefore need to be critically attentive to the questions that 
you are set and really try to think about what they might be angling at. Of 
course, this will become more apparent as you attend to the relevant 
readings… 

Step 2: Identify relevant resources 

Having read the question and tried to break down what it is asking you to do 
you can then start trying to track down relevant resources. Some places to 
start might include:  

 • Lectures: Can be a good place to start as they might help provide a       
broad overview of the topic. Please note though you should not 
reference the lectures in your essay.  

 • Reading lists: The starred readings on the reading lists should be       
considered essential. Search through the lists for additional texts that 
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use the topics and concepts that you have identified as pertaining to 
the question within their titles, abstracts and conclusions. You will need 
to do extensive reading to get good marks - in the region of 15+ texts 
is usually a minimum. 

 • Have a look at the references that the texts that you think are most       
relevant to the question use. These references may help you to get a 
deeper, more critical understanding of the concepts being used and 
will help you to better understand the central arguments in the 
literature. You might then want to look at the articles that they 
reference. Often you can start by just looking at abstracts - you can 
develop a good understanding of the main arguments that have been 
made around this topic in this way. 

 • Use engines such as Web of Knowledge and Google Scholar to search       
for the key terms that the question uses (and that are clearly tied to 
that topic from your reading so far). You will then get a much wider 
understanding of the authors and general arguments being made 
across the literature. Try to identify where these texts have come from 
though - different disciplines and fields (and papers written a long time 
ago) may apply the terms that you are searching for in very different 
ways. Be aware of this when exploring databases for new texts.  

 • Geography textbooks: There are number of helpful geographical       
textbooks out there. Two of which you can access online and provide a 
good overview of a range of geographical ideas/concepts and 
recommended readings are: 1)  Gregory et al. (Ed.) (2000). “The 
dictionary of human geography”. Oxford: Blackwell; and 2) Kitchin and 
Thrift (Ed.) (2009). International encyclopaedia of human geography. 
Amsterdam: Elsevier. These can be really good if you are starting out 
and just have no idea what the question means by a particular word or 
concept. 

 • Similarly, whilst Wikipedia and Youtube are not the most reliable of       
resources and  generally should not be referenced, they can 
occasionally provide simple discussions/introductions to complex ideas 
that may provide a starting point for you. In most cases however, the 
two texts above will be more useful. 
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Step 3: STAND BACK!  

OK, so now given what you have read, what do YOU think about this 
topic??? What are the general arguments? Do you agree with any one of 
them? Why? How do these arguments apply to different contexts? Do they 
work in those contexts? Why are these arguments important? How do they 
change the way that we might understand the world? What are the 
implications of this for how we interact with it? Do you think that somewhere 
along the line something has been overlooked or is missing, or are there 
interesting ways that these ideas can be applied?? Try and find something 
genuinely interesting here. DO NOT JUST JUMP STRAIGHT INTO WRITING 
THE ESSAY. Take a step back and have a long think. Ideally this should be 
way more than just an hour-mull it over and have a play with the ideas that 
you have come across. Try to map them out with spider diagrams and other 
visual tools. We want interesting essays that make strong arguments. We 
want your thoughts! 

Step 4: Look at the mark scheme 

I know, I know, this is boring and abstract but this is what we mark your 
essays based on. Whilst it might seem vague, you need to be identifying the 
key features of every grade bracket. For example, if you go off topic, you can 
only get a 2:1 (therefore don’t be tempted to squeeze in a tangentially 
relevant point just because you have read about it); you get points for 
showing evidence of reading, good grammar, logical structuring, original 
contributions and so on. You need to be aware of what you are aiming to 
produce before you start writing.  

Step 5: Plan 

Once you have given the topic a significant amount of thought and think you 
have an interesting direction to take the question in, then you can try to 
construct a point-by-point plan. Identify what your conclusion is going to be 
at this point and try to let it drive your structuring. How can you build up to 
that point logically and persuasively? What points do you need to make in 
order to get there? Lay out your evidence by the side of each point to see 
how well supported and balanced your essay is going to be, and try to think 
thematically. What aspect of the topic is each paragraph going to look at? 
Each paragraph should reflect one major point (but might have multiple 
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points relating to that topic within it). Think about the progression of the 
argument between each point - how are these paragraphs going to be linked 
together? Does each paragraph extend your argument and say something 
new or approach the question in a different way? If you are just repeating the 
same point as before, then you are just wasting space. It is in this plan that 
you are likely going to make or break the essay in terms of its clarity - make 
sure it is laid out logically and persuasively. 

Graduate’s Tip 

At this point, check your plan for whether it directly and fully answers the 
question. 

Step 6: Writing the essay 

• Your main job in writing an essay is to answer the question and 
to  persuade the reader  to believe in your argument. You need to be 
taking a particular viewpoint on a topic and saying something interesting 
about it in order to get good marks. 

• Start with your conclusion. If you know where you are trying to get to, 
then you will structure your essay in a much more convincing way (see the 
section of this guide on how to write a good conclusion for more advice 
on this). 

• Now write your introduction. You will want want to ground the question 
here, showing how it sits in the broader context of the academic literature. 
You want to show clearly that you understand the question’s terms, and 
you need to outline how you are going to approach the essay, guiding the 
reader through the central tenets of your argument and leading them up 
to your conclusion. By having both the start and end points it will then be 
much easier for you to build the body of essay in between. 

• At this point you need to again make sure that your essay is directly 
answering the question. 

• Structure is critical to the mark scheme - in order to get good marks you 
need to make your argument clear. Guide the reader by the hand and 
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remember that they don’t necessarily know what you are thinking when 
you are writing – it is amazing how often people will write a statement and 
think it is self-explanatory but it isn’t.  

• This is often particularly a problem when people try to jam in a quotation 
from a text when it doesn’t quite work, or when they haven’t really 
understood it. If a quotation doesn’t fit in its phrasing then just summarise 
it and cite the author, or don’t include it at all. Putting things in your own 
words can also allow your own voice to shine through, something that is 
really useful for getting the higher marks. The number of essays that 
essentially read like a patchwork of points from other authors, just stitched 
together awkwardly is unbelievable - you need to be clear, and you also 
need to show that you understand the material. 

• A particularly good way to lead readers through your argument is to 
introduce your paragraphs with an explanatory statement or claim that 
tells the reader what the paragraph is about. You should then close each 
paragraph with a summarising statement that explains why it is important. 
The relationship between each summarising statement and the next 
paragraph’s opening sentence should be clear. In this way, arguments 
should logically progress throughout the essay. 

• In writing your essay, remember to PEE (Point, Example, Explain). Whilst 
this is not as rigid as in A-Level (you do not need an example for every 
point), you do need to be explaining the significance of the points you 
make. Just making a disconnected statement is not going to win you any 
marks.   

• Be interesting. If you want a first then you need to show some originality. 
This might be just using a different case study to the ones used in the 
reading list, but often it is best to make a strong argument of your own. It 
also helps if you do take a particularly interesting route because tutors 
have to mark quite a lot of essays and more interesting ones stand out! 

• It can be pretty clear when people don't really understand something 
because their writing doesn't tend to make any sense. Try to be as clear as 
you can in your writing. You want the marker to be able to understand 
what you are saying...if they can't, then you wont get good marks. Often 
getting a draft done a day or two early and then going back to re-read it 
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once you have got a bit of distance from it can be really helpful to iron out 
bad grammar and syntax issues. 

• Plagiarism is bad. Be assured that Turnitin is a scarily good piece of 
software for detecting lines that you have copied from books, articles or 
other people's essays...even if those essays were written by a student in 
another university. Any case where you don't reference correctly can be 
considered plagiarism and you could find yourself in trouble, hauled up in 
front of the exam board…we want to avoid that! 

• Just like you wouldn't make an argument with your mates by saying 'this is 
the case because I, um, er, just know it is...', you need to support your 
argument with academic material and case studies. You need to be 
justifying why you are making the statements that you do and explaining 
why you are coming to particular conclusions. To do this you need to use 
reliable material to demonstrate your point (see the section of this guide 
on how to support your essays for more advice on this) 

• Whilst there are no hard and fast rules about the structure of essays, in 
general, good essays will consist of: 

An introduction (half to two-thirds of a page). Here you should 
briefly: 1) introduce the topic, critically define concepts referred to in 
title; 2) state how you will address it (e.g., your argument/themes) 
and 3) outline how the rest of the essay is structured (e.g., you will 
use two/three examples). 

A body (around three pages). Because you don’t have that much 
space to unpack multiple points or explain numerous case studies, it 
is often best to make a smaller number of points and make them in 
detail. As I explained in the first point, your job is to persuade the 
reader. If you spread yourself too thinly, then your argument is likely 
to be far less persuasive. In general, it is rare that students will be 
able to explore more than two detailed case studies in enough 
depth to make a good essay.  

A conclusion (one third to two thirds of a page). Often it is easiest to 
keep it simple here and try to restate your main points. It helps the 
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marker if you start with “In conclusion” or “To conclude” (again, see 
the section of this guide on conclusions for more detailed advice). 

Step 7: Check the mark scheme again 

OK, now you have an essay (congratulations!) But does the essay that you 
have written provide the evidence that is required for the grade that you 
want to achieve? Looking at the mark scheme can not only help you to alter 
your essay before you hand it in so that it gets a better mark, but can help 
you understand how to improve for future essays. You would be amazed at 
how many small things you can do to bump up your grade that most people 
overlook because they never look at the mark scheme...but it is what we 
mark your essays on! This is also often left out because people do not give 
themselves enough time. If you can, give yourself at least a day between 
finishing writing and hand-in. Then when you check against the mark scheme 
you will have time to address any weaknesses. You should probably also 
check (just once more) here whether you have actually answered the 
question… 

Step 8: Formatting 

Please remember to check the details about the formatting the Geography 
Department specifies for your essays (e.g. number of pages, line spacing, 
font type and sizes, margins). These details can be found in the DUO module 
'Geography Undergraduate Community' or via this link: 

https://duo.dur.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/orgs/X_GEOG_UG_COMMUNITY/
UG_Guide/5_Assessment/page_36.htm 

Step 9: Referencing  

This is important to get the hang of early on; your first essays will be marked 
down significantly if you don't get it right. There are many different systems 
for referencing throughout the academy, but within Human Geography at 
Durham we use the Harvard referencing system. 

I've found two particularly useful resources for getting to grips with the 
Harvard system. The first is a .pdf file that can be downloaded and referred 
to as needed (see first link). This text explains the different ways in which 
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citations and references can be made in different situations and explains 
quite well what constitutes plagiarism in its different forms. The second text 
is then  a website that I have found really useful throughout my time at 
Durham. It lists many different types of texts and explains (with examples) the 
different ways of referring to them in text and in reference lists (articles, for 
example, have to be referenced differently to books). It is kind of more like 
an easy-to-use dictionary for referencing. I hope they help! 

http://www.brad.ac.uk/library/media/library/documents/hslref1.pdf 

[USEFUL] http://libweb.anglia.ac.uk/referencing/harvard.htm 

One classic undergraduate referencing question that doesn’t appear in these 
guides though is:  "If, when I am reading an article, the author references 
someone else's work, how should I reference this?" 

Because the work being referenced here may not be presented in its original 
context, you need to write (Author A, DATE, cited in Author B, DATE). If, 
however, you have read the original author's work that is being cited and 
know the context in which that idea has been written then you may be able 
to simply cite the original author, provided that you are not including any 
embellishments that the Author B has published. Both authors should then 
be included in the reference list at the end of your essay (if you have 
mentioned both authors). 

In addition to these resources, you may find these additional materials 
useful: 

Pears, R and Shields, G (2010)  Cite them right: the essential referencing 
guide. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 

http://www.citethemrightonline.com/Basics/sample-text-and-reference-list-
using-the-harvard-style 

!
!
!
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Additional Essay-Writing Resources: 

!
There are lots of useful materials available to help you think about how to go 
about writing an essay. Here is a quick list that you might find useful 

!
 • Redman, P. (2011)  "Good  essay writing:  A social sciences       

guide". London: Sage 

 • http://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/ld/resources/writing/writing-resources/      
essay-terms 

 • http://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/ld/resources/writing/writing-resources/      
writing-essays 

 • Levin, P. (2004) "Write great essays!  A guide to reading and  essay       
writing  for undergraduates and taught postgraduates". Maidenhead: 
Open University Press 

 • Clanchy, J. & Ballard, B. (1981) "Essay writing for students: a guide for       
arts and social science students". Melbourne: Longmann  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
�34

http://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/ld/resources/writing/writing-resources/essay-terms
http://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/ld/resources/writing/writing-resources/writing-essays


The Rickety Bridge:  

Tips for Writing Strong Essays 

How much should I read? How many references is enough? These are 
common questions from undergrads on the human geography course. The 
answer is, of course, that there is no one right answer – most people will 
respond ‘how long is a piece of string?’ This isn’t very helpful for 
understanding the role of referencing and academic material in 
undergraduate essays though! Here is a nice analogy that you might find 
helpful. 

A Bridge to Where? 

The most important thing in an essay is your argument. Your job, as a writer, 
is to persuade me, the reader, to take your claims seriously. Your argument is 
not just the arguments of many stitched together into a patchwork quilt with 
no clear sense of direction; your argument should be a clear thread that 
works its way through the essay. Imagine this thread as a bridge. It carries the 
reader over the turbulent waters. Ideally this bridge should be of your own 
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creation, not just somebody else’s/a collection of people’s, and ideally it 
should take me somewhere, not just leave me stranded in the middle of the 
river! This is an important point, as starting with the conclusion (the overall 
point that you are trying to argue in an essay) can lead to a much stronger, 
better structured, and more persuasive essay. 

Strong Supports (1) – Steel or Twigs? 

This bridge is held up by supports – your references. Each claim or 
observation that you make has to be backed up with reliable evidence. Both 
the kind of material that makes the supports and the placing of those 
supports decide whether the bridge is strong or not. In terms of the 
materials, you want to build your bridge out of steel, not twigs! Different 
sources have different degrees of reliability. Academic texts (articles, books, 
chapters, etc.) are generally considered to be strong supports because they 
are robustly peer-reviewed (they are checked and interrogated by a blind 
panel of other independent academics). Sources such as Wikipedia however 
are considered much less strong, because anyone can add in information 
without it being reviewed. 

Strong Supports (2) – Design 

In terms of placing, your supports need to be distributed so that they 
support the weight of the bridge along its length. In other words, you need 
to have evidence to back up each point you make. You can’t make 
unfounded points at university level. This does not mean however that you 
are limited to just making points that other people have made. This is 
definitely not the point of the university degree and is a trap that you want to 
avoid if you are aiming for anything higher that a 2:1. You want to be 
critically interrogating the texts that you are reading and making your own 
observations on topics, based on what other people have been saying. For 
example, A suggests that we look at this phenomena in such a way, which is 
fine in this example, but when you apply it to this case study, this is what falls 
through the cracks. Or A looks at this topic like this, and B look at it like this, 
but neither have considered the importance of looking at this topic at 
different scales/in different ways. These references should be your supports 
for your own argument. 
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Placing of supports on either side is also important when considering the 
balance of an argument. Just as previously, where if you missed a few 
supports in certain sections along the length of the bridge it would become 
weaker, missing supports on certain sides of the bridge can make it much 
more rickety. The best arguments acknowledge the other side of a debate 
and build off that. Ignoring a side in an argument firstly makes you look like 
you are unaware of that argument, and secondly leaves you open to critique. 
Acknowledging that argument and then saying why you do not align yourself 
with that argument (and backing that statement up with evidence) is a much 
stronger approach. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Now that's an ending! (Or is it the 
beginning?): Tips on concluding 

!
Conclusions are often the bits of essays that students spend the least 
amount of time on, whether in their essays or in their exam scripts. This is a 
big problem because these conclusions are also one of the most important 
parts of such assignments (if not THE most important part). Examiners often 
go straight to the conclusions of essays before they read the rest of a paper. 
This is because it is often very easy to tell whether a student has understood 
the course content from the way that their conclusions are written, and it 
gives the examiner a clearer idea about the way in which the essays content 
is being brought together and organised. Crucially, it tells the examiner what 
the material in your essay actually does - how it has been employed, and 
what the significance of it is. You therefore want to immediately show them 
that you do know what you are talking about, and that you recognise why it 
is important. Otherwise the reader is likely to approach the rest of the essay 
already with the impression that your essay lacks focus or clarity. This section 
therefore gives some pointers on what conclusions should attempt to do, 
and how you should go about constructing them. 
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What is a conclusion? 

Sorry if this seems a bit daft, but I have read so many essays where people 
have finished off with a hasty scrawl instead of a full conclusion that the 
purpose of conclusions kind of feels like it needs to be explained. Basically 
the point of the conclusion is to draw your lines of argument together in a 
coherent manner in order to fully answer the question. It is where you 
effectively say ‘based upon the points I have made throughout this essay, I 
therefore I think this’. As such, it summarises your argument and shows how 
you have answered the question. This needs to be blunt, clear and to the 
point, showing that you appreciate the relevance and importance of the 
topic that is under discussion.  

!
What are the things the conclusion needs to do? 

1. Answer the question!! Make sure your conclusions directly, concisely and 
persuasively answer the question that has been set. Look at the question 
again. Are there nuances that you are missing? Have you attended to all 
of the words in the question? Have you fulfilled the criteria of the 
command words such as ‘critically assess’, ‘compare’, or ‘evaluate’? Not 
answering the question properly could cost you a whole grade boundary, 
so you need to make sure that you hit the question dead-on! It is useful to 
have the essay question in front of you at all times when writing an essay. 

2. Show why this argument is important to the real world. Sometimes the 
conceptual material that we cover in human geography may seem a little 
abstract. There will always be a reason for why you are studying it though! 
You need to try and work out what is at stake in these questions and 
push these points forward in your conclusions. You effectively need to say 
‘this argument is important because it changes the way that we may think 
about, and may behave toward this’. Getting to the real-world significance 
of a topic and pushing this home is one of the most sure-fire ways of 
hitting the higher marks.  
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3. Show how this argument could valuably speak to other topics and 
debates. The conclusion is a good opportunity to show the breadth of 
your reading and your knowledge of the wider literature. It is good 
practice to show how your arguments may be situated within this literary 
context, and how they might have valuable implications for thinking 
through other topics and debates. Again, this is usually a feature of essays 
that receive the higher marks. 

How long should a conclusion be? 

As with all such ‘how long’ questions, there is no set length on how long 
conclusions should be. In general however, your conclusions should be no 
shorter than a quarter of a page, and no longer than two-thirds of a page (for 
a four-page essay). 

When should I write the conclusion? 

At the beginning! Instead of scribbling down your conclusions at the last 
minute in a frantic panic, try to begin your essays by writing your 
concluding points first. This will require you to sit back, try to think through 
what you actually think about the topic before you begin writing, and will 
force you to construct a proper essay plan. Your conclusions should be the 
clearest, most concise, most articulate section of your essays, so you need to 
begin with them and give them the most time. If you do this, you will have a 
far clearer idea of where you are trying to head to - it will massively help you 
to write the rest of your essay sections, and will save you considerable time. 
If you can find your point from the offset you will also write a much more 
convincing argument.  

Beginning with your essays in this way can often seem impossible at first, but 
this is often because people try to rush the planning stage (when this should 
probably take you the longest). Sit down after your reading, draw a spider 
diagram and see what you know, what you don't know, what you think and 
why you think it. How does it fit into the overall themes of the question and 
the course? Spending the time to think over the material carefully will mean 
that you have a much clearer idea of what you are trying to say before you 
try to write it. One of the biggest ways that time is lost in essay writing is 
through sitting trying to write something that is only a half-formed idea in 
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your head. Take a step back and spend time playing with the ideas. It will 
help! 

Graduate’s Tip 

In general, the crux of a good undergraduate essay, exam answer or even 
dissertation, can often be summed up in a single sentence. This does not 
mean your conclusion should be one sentence long (you still need to 
summarise what you have done and what it means for other contexts), but it 
does mean that your central point should be able to be summed up clearly 
and concisely. Finding this one-sentence conclusion and writing it down early 
can help you to frame the rest of the answer - and the rest of the conclusion - 
far more coherently than you would otherwise. 

Introducing a conclusion 

The phrase 'in conclusion' has been suggested only as a means of ensuring 
that you do write a clear conclusion that cannot be misinterpreted as a 
continuation of your main argument. It can look a little unsophisticated 
however, and if you are confident enough in your writing you should try to 
think of more interesting ways in which to introduce your summarising 
points. You will not get marked down for using this phrasing though, even if 
it appears basic.  

The use of the word 'I' 

With regards to the use of the first person, there are different approaches to 
essay writing and you will find that even academics in journal articles will 
frequently use the term ‘I’ - this is partly because it can help demonstrate 
that the writer is critically reflecting upon their own situated position within a 
debate (suggesting that, from their viewpoint and when considering the 
information available to them in their situated context, this is what appears 
to be happening), but also partly due to personal preference. You will not be 
marked down for using the first person, but you will still need to justify why 
you are coming to the conclusions that you present. 

!
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New material - should references be included in the conclusion? 

Generally it is bad practice to introduce new material in your conclusions. 
Your conclusions should sum up the points that you have already made, and 
should not begin new arguments or continue analysis. Despite this, there is 
one context in which new literature may be introduced. This is when you 
want to demonstrate why the argument that you have made is important for 
thinking through other wider academic debates and for thinking about the 
societal implications of these arguments. What you do not want to be doing 
is radically changing your argument with the introduction of new material 
though. Your argument should be complete and stand on its own at this 
point – additional material should be there only to show the vectors of 
intellectual thought that might propagate from it. 

!
  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Revision??? Now?! You’re joking, right?! 

Tips for strategic revision, getting prepared, and not 
wasting time 

Whilst your exams may seem like they are miles off, you need to start the 
year already with revision in mind. I know. This sounds crazy, right? But 
revision at university is completely different to any form of revision you may 
have done before. Imagine trying to write and prepare for an essay (marked 
exactly the same way as your standard coursework is), but without knowing 
what the question is in advance. How much reading do you have to do to 
prepare for that? How do you keep it in your head?? As you will probably 
have realised by now, reading articles is time consuming, and attempting to 
cram-read articles in the three weeks before exams is the least optimal way 
of getting yourself prepared.  You will also really struggle just to remember 
the salient points of different texts if you are rushing in a cram-induced haze. 
The aim of the following post is therefore to give you some pointers as to 
what to expect from exams, and how to approach your revision. Obviously 
there are no set rules, but hopefully these points should give you an idea of 
what you are facing and how to strategically go about using your time. 
Where possible, I will also show you how to save yourself time and effort. 
Nobody likes revision, and some methods are more pain free than others! 

Graduate’s Tips: 

These are the three most effective ways to nail your exams:  

1 Do plenty of reading throughout the year. At the very least, you need to 
be reading ALL of the starred texts on your reading lists. These are the main 
texts on which the course content is based. You will not be able to cram all of 
these in the last few weeks between the end of the second term and the 
start of exams, particularly if you have coursework due after easter. It may 
also be very difficult to get access to some of these texts during the revision 
period, so make sure that you keep up with them during the term. 

2 Start your revision real early (ideally at the beginning of the year). This 
doesn’t mean cramming in October, but instead that you need to actually to 
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keep up with your  general reading. When we say you should be thinking 
about revision from the beginning of the year, we mean that you need to be 
reading and taking notes during each term with your exams in mind, not just 
with an eye to your immediate essay assignments. This is one of the key 
things that distinguishes higher achieving students from those that don’t get 
the grades they want - it often boils down to being on the ball early on. You 
might also want to produce revision material throughout the term, putting up 
posters and notes around your room, or on the back of the toilet door, so 
that you can keep things fresh in your mind throughout the year, and can 
give yourself ample time to mull over interesting points. 

3 Take actually useful notes! As I have covered in the previous section on 
note-taking, you need to be making sure that the notes that you take are 
useful for when you come to revise. Check back to this section for a refresher, 
but there is no point in taking dense notes and then effectively having to re-
read whole texts during exam period - it is a waste of time, and will severely 
disadvantage you. 

The Exam - What to expect 

Practical matters -  For most exams, you will have two hours to answer two 
questions out of a possible six. This means that you have an hour per 
question. These questions are similar in format to your standard essay 
questions, and you will be expected to answer them in the same manner as 
you would for a normal essay. The only thing that you do not need to include 
is a reference list at the end (although you are expected to cite relevant 
authors in-text - more on this in a moment). 

Of these six questions, four are likely to be lecture-block specific, and two 
are likely to be more general (this is not necessarily a rule however). You will 
be expected to draw connections to the wider themes of the module and 
support your arguments with relevant conceptual material and case studies. 
Answering the question persuasively is the most important requirement. 

You are marked using the same mark scheme as your normal essays (see 
attached). This is important, for in addition to your level of knowledge, you 
are also assessed on criteria such as structure, grammar, original 
contribution, etc. Even though you are under exam conditions, you need to 
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make sure that you are hitting all of these requirements. Try in particular to 
remember those requirements that may be more difficult to address in an 
exam - for example, your structure, grammar, or legibility - you need to make 
sure that the examiner can actually read what you write down. 

Graduate’s Tip: 

There are a number of strategies you can try to overcome structuring, 
grammar and legibility issues. 

• Use the first page for constructing a plan. Spend at least 5 minutes on this 
(but no more than 10) at the beginning of the exam so that you make sure 
you have a solid structure. 

• Write the conclusion first on the first page. Label it as the conclusion and 
then make a note at the end of your answer that the examiner should 
refer back to the first page where the conclusion is written. 

• Write on every other line. This will help if you need to add comments in 
later during editing, or if your writing is difficult to read it can give it space 
to breath. Don’t be afraid of asking for more paper within the exam 

• If you need to add in a paragraph to an earlier section, write that 
paragraph, put a box around it and label it so it is clear where that 
paragraph is supposed to fit in to your argument. 

Citations are expected - as with all academic writing, you are expected to 
support your points with reliable evidence (academic journal articles, books, 
etc). You need to show evidence of reading, an awareness and 
understanding of the broader literature, and you need to make convincing 
arguments that have well-supported points. It is unlikely that you would get 
marked down for incorrectly citing the date of a particular text (unless  it was 
drastically different to the actual date), but an awareness of the main authors 
that make key claims within the debates central to the question is essential 
for getting good marks. 

!
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Other practical points - You will need to bring your campus cards and lay 
them on your desk in front of you (examiners will check that the person 
sitting the exam is the person enrolled). If you have pencil cases, they must 
be see-through and you must turn off all mobile phones, leaving them in 
your bags at the front of the exam hall. Make sure that you know where the 
exam is going to be located well in advance of the actual day. You do not 
want to miss your exam or arrive late! 

Pre-Crunch 

Before the crunch - You need to start thinking about real revision early on in 
the year (no later than Christmas…sorry guys!) Here are a few tips for making 
your life MUCH easier: 

• At Christmas, look over the notes you have taken in the last term. Are 
they accessible? Can you make sense of them? Now is the time to try and 
assess whether you have a good strategy in place - whilst you have time 
to do something about it. 

• Try to compile your notes. Perhaps re-write them, turn them into revision 
cards or posters, concept overviews, or other useful products that will 
refresh them in your mind and will provide you with tools to use during 
the crunch time. 

• Create a calendar with set times for reviewing each module and thinking 
about their broader connections. Work out when your essay assignments 
are due in, allocate time for doing these (and stick to it) and give yourself 
time to attend to the rest of the module readings. 

• Try to think about how the course content you have been working on 
relates to the overall themes and purpose of the module. Try to perceive 
the course as a whole and map out the central ideas, concepts, and 
themes. To do this you might look at the title and description of the 
course (and its learning outcomes) and try to think about how the stuff 
that you are studying can be framed through these lenses. You should 
look at your lecture slides, pulling out the concepts that have been used 
and finding case studies to apply them to. You need to be thinking 
through the course as holistically as possible, doing the mental processing 
early on. 
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• Talk to friends and colleagues about the course and what you have 
covered that term. Chatting with mates is always really valuable - it will 
help you develop one another’s understandings and will highlight areas of 
reading that you haven’t picked up on yet. 

CRUNCH! 

Crunch time! So exam period is upon you - now it is time to refresh yourself 
and cram! This is the part you may be more familiar with, but I promise you, 
it will be so much easier if you have done some of the work outlined above.  

A word on cramming  

Exams at university level are very different to those at A-Level. You are not 
being expected to regurgitate facts, but are being asked to think critically 
about a question and respond to it drawing upon and supporting your work 
with other relevant academic debates. The arguments from these literatures 
should never be interpreted as fundamental truths, but should always be 
approached with a degree of skepticism and an eye for their omissions. 
Doing this is key for getting your own original voice across - something you 
need to do to get the first class marks. 

You are also not expected to know everything about the course. Rather, you 
are expected to persuasively answer the questions that you are set - you 
therefore don’t need to have read and crammed everything under the sun, 
but just enough to enable you to be able to comment on the parts of the 
course that you revise. 

• Plan your time. Make yourself an exam timetable, and make sure that you 
give each exam sufficient revision time. Give yourself time to rest too - 
smashing the night-time revision can sometimes be useful, but more often 
than not it will just wear you out and make it hard the next day to think or 
absorb more information. My advice? Start before Easter and do regular 
hours (9-6 works for me, but everyone is different). 

• So where do you start? Well the best place to start is the course outline 
on the DUO pages that no-one ever looks at. It is on this page that the 
purpose of the course and its key objectives are laid out. This will often 
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help you get a very brief reminder on what the course is trying holistically 
to achieve and will allow you to put the lectures and readings in context 
of this overall goal 

• The next thing to do is look over the lecture block titles and the titles of 
individual lectures. What key themes are coming up here? Are there 
connections between different topics, and if so, what are they? How might 
different concepts used in these blocks be applied to different sections of 
the course, and how might they be used differently? Thinking through 
these questions will again help you to get to grips with the purpose of the 
course and what is at stake in it - what are the central questions your 
lecturers are asking you about how you view the world? 

• Now get on to the lecture slides. Go through the slides identifying 
concepts and the case studies to which they are applied. Compile a list of 
all the different concepts, and try and get a basic understanding of each 
one (the dictionary of human geography is a really useful tool for doing 
this, but you may find other sources helpful too - look at the section on 
reading for more suggestions). 

• Now look to the reading lists and try to identify these concepts in the 
titles of the texts listed there. Focus your reading around progressing your 
knowledge of these concepts and seeing how they can be applied to the 
course’s case studies, and trying to look for links between them. 

• If you haven’t done the core readings, read them. They are the most 
important texts. 

• Look up these concepts in texts not included in the reading lists. You can 
do this by scouring the reference lists of texts that appear on the reading 
list, by looking at databases such as Durham Discover, Web of Science or 
Google Scholar, or by looking for relevant texts that appear on the library 
shelves next to other books that you are interested in. 

• You might want to do a quick review of the literature so that you know in 
general the main debates that have taken place within academia in recent 
years. Don’t forget that it is OK to not read texts in their totality - reading 
abstracts, introductions and conclusions can help you to develop a rapid 
overview of wider debates. 
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• Try and think all the while about what is at stake in these arguments. Why 
is it important that we think about these topics? What are their impacts 
upon the way that we see the world and how we might consequently 
interact with it? 

• You could also ask how these things could be examined usefully in 
different ways. Looking at topics from the perspective of different spatial 
and temporal scales, and  from the perspective of different cultures for 
example, might lead to you identifying omissions, inconsistencies and 
critical perspectives that will enable you to show your own original 
thought in your exams. 

• In terms of specific techniques and products, different people will find 
different strategies useful. Some people may like to litter their rooms with 
post-it notes, for others posters are helpful. Sheets that summarise key 
themes and concepts can be good, and tables listing authors and their 
key points can similarly be valuable. Spider diagrams are often particularly 
good, for they can help you to visualise the spread of the course and to 
make connections between different topics. 

• It's a good idea to look at past examination papers but some caution is 
needed. You'll probably want to check out the last several past papers as 
a guide (you might notice that similar types of questions come up), but 
remember module content can change. The modules over time have had 
different lecturers teaching on them, so don't worry if you look at question 
and think you've not covered anything even close to that; it may be from 
a section of the module that is no longer being run. You should also make 
doubly sure that you know what the format of the exam is this year - it 
may have changed since I wrote this guide. How many questions do you 
need to answer from a choice of how many and how long do you have to 
do it?  

• The past exam papers are available via DUO - click on the Library tab and 
the select Geography from the Examination Paper widget. 

!
!
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Graduate’s Tip - Mental Health 

It is really important to keep an eye on your mental and physical health 
during exams (and throughout the rest of the year). Severe anxiety is sadly 
quite a thing in university communities, particularly around exam periods. As 
a friend said to me once - your brain is rather like a taxi-driver’s car. The more 
you use it, the more likely it is to break down now and then. Mental health 
issues affect 1 in 4 people - and there is support available. Here are a few 
basic tips for trying to deal with things: 

• Remember that these are only exams and that whilst they are important, 
they are not worth making yourself ill over (I know it doesn’t always feel 
this way though) 

• Try to remember that first year is a learning experience - don’t get too 
worked up over your first exams, but treat them as an opportunity to 
identify what works and what you need to improve on 

• Make sure that you give yourself plenty of breaks - your brain can only 
cope with so much, and there is no point bashing it so much that it won’t 
take any more in 

• Try to get some exercise, and don’t spend all day every day in one place - 
go out and meet people, burn off some steam and have some fun.  

• If things do get too hard, make sure that you tell someone. We have 
systems in place to help, and you will not be alone! Your first point of call 
should either be Shirley Goodyear in the department main office, or your 
college welfare team. 

!
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