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Hello! Pretty much everything you receive between now and the end of Freshers’ Week will 

begin “welcome to Wadham”, and this document is not very exceptional. Welcome to Wadham! 

Please read the following notes carefully, hang on to this document, and keep referring back to 

it over the course. If you have any questions please contact me and I’ll try to answer them.

This not maximally brief document is designed to be a helpful guide for the first part of your 

politics course. The “Organisation” section contains important material for our work this 

coming academic year as you prepare for prelims, and the “Sources” section is also likely to be 

relevant. Beyond that I’ve tried to include advice on aspects of preparing for this course with 

which students often struggle, and to help you have a realistic expectation of what you need to 

do, both in the formal teaching sessions that you attend and also in the writing you’ll be doing. 

Finally, “Plagiarism” is something to avoid…
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Organisation

1.1 Reading list and the course
We’ll have a discussion at the beginning of term to talk about your course and to set the first 

pieces of work.

Attached to this document should be a copy of the departmental reading list (for last year - 

there are changes to the list every year, and you should download a new copy when you arrive). 

Note that there are different documents for HPOL and PPE students to reflect the different 

choices available:

PPE students take a unified course covering both the theory and practice of politics and 

eventually take a single exam on the whole course.

History and Politics students must take a course on the practice of politics, on which they take 

an exam. They must also choose, and take an exam, on one of:

(a) the “Introduction to The Theory of Politics” course that the PPE students take

OR

(b) an additional history course “Theories of the State”, which covers related material from an 

historian’s perspective, and which (I think) is also taken by the main school History students.

This is a potentially important choice - some people think that it’s harder to do 2nd and 3rd 

year political theory courses if you haven’t done the prelims Political Theory option in first year 

- and unfortunately one you need to make early in your course; please do feel free to ask me for 

advice and/or talk to the historians.

The departmental list covers a wide range of topics that can be covered over the course - 

students don’t actually write essays, in Wadham and elsewhere, all of those topics, but it’s very 

useful to have a prior sense of what the whole course looks like. In particular, it will help you 

understand what sort of subjects get studied in politics at university in general and Oxford in 

particular, which can sometimes be rather different from the content of school-level similar 

courses.

1.2 Tutorials, classes and lectures
In Freshers’ Week we’ll organise the college side of politics teaching for Michaelmas.

I’ll usually see you in tutorials of two to three students, usually fortnightly – there’ll be more 

details about this in our initial meeting. We’ll also do some classes covering broader topics and 

methodological readings, as well as (eventually) revision. Tutorials for Practice of Politics are 

likely to be in Michaelmas and Trinity terms, and for Theory of Politics in Hilary for PPEists and 

Michaelmas for HPOLists. I’ll do the Practice of Politics tutorials and someone else will do 

Theory.

In addition to tutorials and classes organised in college, you should plan to attend the lectures 

offered by the department. There are lecture lists on CANVAS, the university online teaching 

tool. (You may not be able to access this until you arrive! Don’t worry if so.)
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The lectures will provide you with a wide array of information which you will need for the 

exam, and include material we’re not going to cover in any detail in the tutorials and classes. So 

make absolutely sure that you attend them.

There is much useful information also on Canvas, including the course handbooks for PPE and 

History and Politics, and you should take some time to look over it in detail once you have a 

password to access it. There will also be departmental and library inductions including, 

importantly, one at the Social Sciences Library in Manor Road.

1.3 Topics
My plan for the Practice of Politics tutorials in Michaelmas and Trinity is (tentatively) as 

follows:

MICHAELMAS:

Weeks Topic

1–2 Initial thoughts on Topic 1 Presidentialism and Parliamentarism

3–4 Essays on Presidentialism and Parliamentarism

5–6 Topic 3 Democracy and Authoritarianism

7–8 Topic 9 Counter-majoritarian powers

I’ll then set a vacation essay (Topic 6 Revolutions) and we’ll have a single tutorial on that in 

Hilary.

Then

TRINITY:

Weeks Topic

0 Collection (college mock exam) in Introduction to Politics/Practice of 

Politics

1–2 Topic 5 Party Systems

3–4 Topic 7 Legislatures or Topic 8 Executives

5–6 Topic 4 State Strength or Topic 11 War and Peace

7 & 8 Revision

Prelims exam(s) has/have historically been TT week 9.

1.4 Reading
I’d expect that you will read 5-6 pieces (books/articles) at minimum before embarking on an 

essay. It’s crucial that you have a wide enough basis in the literature to be able to understand 

and interpret the question in an appropriate context, and also to be able to have a productive 

and helpful discussion in tutorials. If you are having difficulty prioritising your reading, 
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especially where the reading list does not make priority suggestions, then I’ll try to help guide 

your reading productively. If you haven’t done the reading, the tutorial will not be productive.

1.5 Essays
You should write an essay for each tutorial, unless specifically instructed to do otherwise. Most 

Oxford students spend too long writing their tutorial essays, and – relatedly - put too much 

irrelevant material into it. That is, they fail to distinguish between what should go in their 

notes, and what needs to go into the essay itself.

I’ve therefore adopted the following rule: You can spend as long as you like reading for, thinking 

about, and planning your essay, but the physical writing at the computer must be done inside 

of an hour. I will not mark essays that aren’t. You should use the spare time to read more widely 

and to think more carefully about what you want to say. Please indicate at the end of the essay 

the total word-count; it is fairly unlikely that you will be able to write much more than 1200 

words in an hour. (People sometimes test this, so let me be clear I’m totally serious - if you hand 

in a 2500 word essay, it’s not that you’ve done more than you were asked to, it’s that you’ve 

completely failed to do the work set.)

Please email me the essay when it’s done, from your university account, as an attached word 

document (I use word’s comments feature to give detailed feedback) - and please add your 

name/initials/some other distinguishing feature to the filename.
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Sources

2.1 Libraries
One distinctive feature of Oxford is that there are many different libraries with different (but 

complementary) collections. Since you will need access to a lot of books during your course, it 

will be necessary to identify useful sources. You will probably need to use the Wadham library 

and the Social Studies Library most weeks. Additionally, you might want to use the Bodleian 

library, the Modern History Library, the Philosophy library (for Political Theory), the Vere 

Harmsworth Library in the Rothermere American Institute, and more. The VHL in particular is 

a great library for American politics reading.

The unified, searchable library catalogue is SOLO. This includes not just books and journals but 

also electronic resources and past exam papers.

There will be induction sessions from various libraries, and these are really very useful - tutors 

(including me) will expect you to be able to use the library system to find relevant resources, 

and it’s not always obvious how to do so if you’ve not regularly used a scholarly library before.

Paper copies of scholarly journals are kept in the libraries, but many students prefer to access 

online copies of journal articles. The University has subscriptions to many useful online 

resources listed on SOLO.

2.2 Wikipedia
There is a range of other helpful sources online. One which students sometimes want to lean 

on is Wikipedia. Used properly, Wikipedia is an immensely useful resource. In many ways it is 

much more informative, thorough and sometimes more accurate than traditional 

encyclopaedia material, and some (but not all) of the material is of exceptional quality. It used 

to be - perhaps still is - a bit controversial for students to use Wikipedia. Wikipedia is usually 

best regarded as a good starting point for further research when starting from a position of 

ignorance on a specific topic. You should not use Wikipedia as a direct source for facts or 

claims, although it can be a useful research tool en route to finding original and reliable 

sources. As with all sources, you should assess it critically and think carefully about what you 

read there. The possibility of anonymous authorship and intentionally misleading information 

might make you wary.

2.3 Artificial intelligence
An older moral panic around wikipedia in education has largely been superseded by one about 

“AI” (generative or genAI) based on large language models; as in the early days of wikipedia it’s 

not easy to be clear exactly where we will end up. The university has subscriptions to some 

services (at the time of writing, mainly ChatGPT.edu) and these may change over the course of 

your time here; alongside that are other services and “local models”. It would probably be a 

good idea to try to keep up with what’s available and to be aware of what these systems are 

being used for, even if you do not make use of them yourself.

There are maybe four and a bit points to make about this:
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First, the use of “AI” is governed by university rules, and this particularly matters for submitted 

assessed work - your Q-step project and, should you choose to do one, a thesis. The current 

Department rules are on the Department intranet and can be accessed via Canvas. These rules 

are serious, and failure to follow them could result in academic penalties which would harm 

your future.

Second, for tutorials specifically, it would be a bad idea to write/generate your essays with a 

genAI tool in exactly the same way it would be bad to go to the gym and use a machine to life 

weights for you while you relax. The work product of writing an essay for a tutorial is the 

change that doing so produces in your thinking and skills, not the essay itself. The same goes for 

some but not all of the work associated with the essay and the tutorial. The current state of the 

department’s thinking about this is also on the Department intranet, also linked from canvas, 

and I think it sets out quite well some of the uncertainties (“perhaps it will kill us all”).

Third, there’s a concern about the personally addictive nature of some of these technologies, 

particularly in chatbot form. There’s some guidance in the Your Health and Wellbeing section of 

the university’s genAI guidance site which points to both the risks and some useful resources. I 

would hope we will end up with more thorough advice on this issue in due course; for now it 

would be helpful, if you are using genAI to a significant degree, to be aware of these risks.

Fourth, while the previous concerns are inherently a little negative, there is also a potential 

positive case. The positive case, to the extent there is one, is that tools along these lines open up 

new analytic approaches that were not previously viable or even possible. For example, as this 

interesting recent article suggests, “Reliably extracting information from text is fundamental 

to social science”, but doing so on a large scale to even a limited degree has been limited by 

labour-intensiveness and therefore (enormous) costs. LLMs may radically democratise access 

to this sort of research activity and improve our understanding of enormous areas of political 

behaviour (alongside related technologies like classifiers).

That’s a rather high level ambition, but there is also the potential for much more mundane 

uses. One example is producing graphs to visualise quantitative data. Making these look good is 

hard; powerful graphing tools like ggplot2 are very useful and much better than the graphing 

tools in e.g. Microsoft Excel, but they have complex syntax and can be fiddly to use. But almost 

any LLM can take a written description of a graph and produce a working ggplot2 script in a 

few seconds. The same is true for many other tasks that currently have steep learning curves 

but which help produce better (even when that’s just more visually appealing) output in 

political science.

I think to the extent we can draw any lessons here they are about active vs passive uses. If you 

are using genAI for your own tasks it will be helpful to think hard about what you are using, and 

why.

E.g. it might be better to

• use a custom base prompt rather the default

• use an agentic rather than a chatbot interface
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• consider the use of a small “local model” with minimal requirements rather than a big cloud-

based model like chatGPT or Claude

Either your gigantic comparative dataset of political texts or your nice graph to illustrate an 

essay are more likely to come from active use of tools to do things you have in mind, rather 

than from passively asking a chatbot for the truth about the world.

The unnumbered bit is that we’re not really pushing you either way to use or avoid these 

approaches. People may have more or less legitimate objections to the use of this specific form 

of technology in various forms for various reasons; those objections themselves might change 

over time. But, again, it will be helpful just to be at least vaguely aware of what’s going on so 

that your thoughts are suitably grounded. That also applies to the rules about these uses, which 

may also change quite rapidly over time.

There is university-wide guidance listed here.
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Modes of teaching and learning

3.1 How much work to do…
This is a tricky question! Some people work well in short, intense bursts, while others need to 

invest much more time to do their best work. At Oxford you will be faced by many competing 

demands on your time – plays, sports, politics, hobbies, socialising – and it can be difficult to 

find a good balance with work. On the one hand, it’s generally healthy not to let work overtake 

your whole life; on the other, it’s not helpful to let anything else overtake it either, and work 

should always be a core element.

A rule of thumb would be this: if your work is not fulfilling your potential, then we’ll want to 

know how much work you are doing. If it’s less than you’d do in a full-time job – less than, say, 

40 focused hours a week – then we’re likely to think that you need to put in more hours. If on 

the other hand you’re feeling thoroughly miserable and not enjoying the course at all, but 

working 80 hours a week, then we’ll want to try to help you find ways to cut back a bit and work 

more efficiently.

3.2 Tutorials
What we mean by tutorial is an hour in which one tutor and one to four students discuss some 

issue on which reading and an essay have been set. Generally speaking, teaching in larger 

groups gets referred to as classes or lectures, the former being more interactive than the latter. 

Tutorial time is quite limited – in total over the whole of the three year PPE course a student 

would typically get about 110-120 hours of tutorials. It’s important to use your time in tutorials 

effectively, therefore.

So - a tutorial is a conversation about the week’s reading and writing. It should often (we hope!) 

feel quite natural, as if you’ve just turned up for a friendly chat that merely happens to be 

intensely focussed on some arcane question from the godforsaken depths of political science. 

Some things I’m usually trying to do in tutorials include:

1. ensuring that students are reasonably well-prepared – that they have done enough reading, 

are reasonably confident with any factual material, and have considered some basic issues 

about the topic, as well as answering basic factual questions and uncertainties students might 

have.

2. responding to any key problems with an essay – anything that needs emphasis above and 

beyond your reading of the feedback.

3. trying to engage with students’ arguments about controversial or ambiguous questions – how 

well-supported are those views? Do they make logical sense, are they plausible, and what 

would an opponent say? How can the argument be extended in new areas? Do the students 

have any tricky or interesting questions that have occurred to them?

Roughly speaking: 1 is important, largely because of the central role of (essay-)writing in 

teaching and learning at Oxford, although preferably it’s something that wouldn’t detain us all 

that long. 2 is necessary, but we’d also hope to be able to limit how long it takes. 3 is fun and 
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useful. Ideally, then, we’d spend most time doing 3 – that’s when the tutorial is most 

intellectually effective.

Some basic rules:

1 Be prepared! (Do the reading, do the writing.) If you aren’t, the tutor might just give up (how 

can you possibly have a conversation if you aren’t equipped to participate?), or at best give you 

an inefficient mini-lecture.

2 Try to turn up with some ideas – not necessarily ones that appear in your essay – but ones 

you might be willing to drop into discussion, or bring up as a question. In other words, think 

about the topic in advance.

3 Try to see the topics as the starting point for discussion, not just as the basis of answering an 

essay. (Would you, having done the reading, have set the question that was asked? Would a 

different question be more effective in identifying the key problems and issues in the 

discipline? How does this topic, and the questions it raises, relate to other topics you’ve 

covered, and to other important questions? What parts of the reading were helpful, thought-

provoking, interesting, stupid, or wrong, and why?)

4 Try not to get hung-up on a single point in tutorials. Sometimes it just doesn’t matter that 

much whether or not Bernie Sanders should have been President (of course, some other times 

it matters a lot) and if we can’t leave that behind we can’t make much progress.

5 It’s not a matter of point-scoring – against your colleagues in the tutorial or even, God forbid, 

against your tutor. You don’t get academic credit for tutorial performance – what you get, if it all 

works, is a fuller and more critically developed understanding of the subject, and a sense of 

how to approach other topics. In other words, efficiently using tutorials enables you to develop 

for the future – often by cooperating with others in the tutorial – rather than to “finish” a topic 

for now by winning the argument.

6 Try to take some time shortly after a tutorial to write down your thoughts – even briefly – 

since you will soon forget much of what was covered, and it’s good to try to capture that while it 

still seems like live material.

It’s also important to realise that tutorials are not “the course”. To use the Higher Education 

jargon, tutorials are not “content delivery” - to get to grips with material and a broad topic, a 

course of lectures and/or wide reading will get you there. Tutorials are a focussed means of 

developing skills in argument and analytic thinking, in resolving intellectual problems, and in 

bringing out new ideas. Tutors may set work which only covers a small part of the course, 

specifically in order to work on skills rather than coverage - and they will assume (correctly!) 

that you are capable of reading widely and productively on your own, and of making good use 

of lectures and other resources.

3.3 Lectures
Lectures are usually designed to give students a well-structured introduction to some field of 

study. In some ways they are not a very efficient - you get about 4000 words or so in an hour of 

your time, which so only half a chapter or article - but they do help to provide a structured 

basis for your understanding of the topics, and they bring everyone up to speed. They also 
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provide a core of knowledge which everyone is expected to have for Prelims (and this is why 

you need to attend them even if you think they’re inefficient); normally exam questions are set 

by the people who did lectures.

So how to use them? It might seem a bit more passive than a tutorial, but you shouldn’t feel 

afraid to ask questions during or after the lecture, or by email to the lecturer if they invite that. 

You should listen actively – that is, rather than just passively absorbing everything the lecturer 

says, you should think about the meaning of what they are saying. Think critically about the 

lecturer’s arguments and judgements – is the lecturer right or wrong, and why? You need to 

take notes (otherwise you will forget what was said) – but those notes should themselves not be 

a transcription. You should try to record important factual content, significant arguments, and 

your own response to them. This will, of course, require you to make judgements about what’s 

important and significant, but that’s actually a good thing – it will help you engage with what 

the lecturer is trying to say.

3.4 Reading
Most people need to be taught to read. But the teaching of reading tends to stop in primary 

school, at a point where good readers can make good progress with fairly complex texts; from 

that point you’re on your own. This is sometimes unhelpful when you start to encounter new 

kinds of text – like academic articles/essays and academic books. Academic works are 

structured and written differently, and need to be read differently – like a dictionary or an 

encyclopaedia, where you’re not limited to a sequential approach and where the structure 

encourages alternatives. It’s worth thinking a bit about how best to do that.

There’s some helpful writing aimed at students about this:

A short essay on reading literary theory

A more specific guide to political science reading

A helpful, if slightly dated, guide to reading quantitative studies in social science

Choosing what to read, and what to read in detail, is an important skill and one which it may 

take some time to develop, but it’s important to getting through the reading efficiently.

When you’re reading, you need to be more than passively absorbing the text – you need to 

engage with it, question it, and develop your own thinking about what the book/article says. 

You will need to take notes, but, again, those notes should be not just a summary of the reading 

you’ve done, but also notes about your response to that reading – both of whether and why you 

agree or not, and also of any further ideas you might have as a result. One thing you might do is 

record books or articles you want to read more fully in the future, when you have more time - 

this can be a really good way to prepare yourself for exams.

To prepare for an essay/tutorial well, you do need to do a substantial amount of reading – 

ideally six to eight pieces (books or major articles). Certainly fewer than four to five pieces of 

reading will leave you unprepared and unable to engage fully.

There is a bit of a tension between getting through the reading for your essay question (which 

will help you write the essay) and getting through the reading more generally. Often tutors will 
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direct your reading to particularly important or helpful articles. But these are not meant to be 

“the answer” to the question, and may not turn out to be all that important for the specific 

question. The point about this tension is that, while your short-term interest is in finishing the 

essay, you have a longer term interest in covering the topic broadly enough to be able to answer 

different questions at a later time – in the tutorial or in the exam. So, do read enough to answer 

your question, but don’t completely ignore readings that seem less than completely related to 

it; they will at least come in useful at a later point, and may well help give you ideas for the 

essay in any case.

3.5 Your learning
There are a few themes in the preceding which it’s worth summarising and emphasising.

Many of the skills you need are ones you need to develop, rather than being ones which your 

previous educational experience has provided. University is a very different thing to school, and 

while there are some continuities there are also many discontinuities – what we expect from an 

essay, for example, is often quite different. We sometimes talk about this as a move from 

“receptive” to “critical” learning - a move from taking on board what teachers and textbooks say, 

to arguing and criticising as autonomous thinkers. There’s a bit more on this in the next section.

You shouldn’t feel downcast if it takes time to develop some of these skills – as long as you are 

moving in the right direction, you will eventually be able to gut a book, criticise a lecture, talk 

in a tutorial about your new ideas, write a coherent and interesting essay, and so on. The point 

is that a lot of this stuff is difficult – that being what makes it worthwhile and productive – and 

will take time.

Much of your study will be self-directed to an exceptional degree. Apart from lectures, classes 

and tutorials – totalling perhaps 15 hours a week – your time is wholly your own to organise as 

you see fit. How you make use of the various facilities of Oxford is also, largely, up to you. That 

doesn’t mean that you won’t face consequences if you don’t take your work seriously, but it does 

mean that you need to be organised and to have an idea of what you’re trying to do with your 

work. There is going to be no-one whose role it is to spoon-feed you through the testable parts 

of a course (or rather there is: it’s you). Your learning is your own.

It can be difficult to strike the right balance between understanding the material you’re 

covering, and growing your own views about it. At one extreme, views that aren’t supported by 

(for example) empirical evidence aren’t particularly helpful. On the other hand, we don’t tend 

to value knowledge as such – rather, we value interpretation, judgements, ideas, analysis. One 

way to think about this is as follows: what we’re aiming for is not just for you to have your own 

ideas, but for you to have ideas and try to persuade readers/listeners of their validity. To do that 

you’ll inevitably have to refer to arguments in the literature you’ve read, to empirical evidence 

you’ve discovered, and so on. The aim is reasoned originality.

3.6 The change from learning at school
The transition from school can be… tricky. Some people adapt immediately, but for others it 

takes time to work out what is going on and how to get the best out of an Oxford education. It’s 

not straightforward to articulate all the reasons why. Here are a few:
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Relative placement it’s common that new Oxford students are used to being notably higher-

performing, academically, than most of the people around them. Often they have adjusted 

to this as part of the natural order of things and a part of their identity. Of course you are 

– you personally are – really strikingly clever and sharp, which is how you got in. (I can’t 

emphasise that enough, and it’s really easy to forget in the peculiar context of Oxford.) But 

here the entire distribution of levels of academic performance is among people who are 

very good students. This means that some very good students are in the middle of the 

Oxford distribution, doing OK; some very good students are at the lower end of the Oxford 

distribution, maybe struggling a bit with work. This is just a function of intense academic 

selection - we’re talking about tiny differences among a group of students who are all, in 

fact, very good at what they do - but it can be both a shock and a challenge to people who 

have learned to expect to be doing very well all the time. There’s some helpful relevant 

advice in a “Tips for Freshers” document you can download from the University 

Counselling Service.

Feedback and autonomy Relative to educational experiences at school, you’ll be tested less 

frequently. Your work will be assessed against explicit criteria (which are in the course 

handbook), but those criteria are not immediately transparent and need reflection. A lot 

of feedback will be verbal rather than written, and it will only sometimes be able to give 

you straightforward ways to improve your mark. (At other times, your mark would be 

improved by thinking more deeply, reading more widely, having a better argument - but 

none of these is straightforward.) Feedback is also often directly engaged with the point 

you are making and looking to test your counterarguments. This can be disconcerting. It 

embodies a valuable move from jumping-through-hoops to being an autonomous learner 

whose arguments can be taken seriously - but the move can be quite unsettling. On the 

whole, if anything is going terribly wrong and you are underperforming, you will get 

extremely clear feedback to that effect. If you’re not getting feedback of that sort, things 

are at least OK. But if you are feeling lost it’s very helpful to express that & most tutors will 

be very happy to explain in more detail how you are doing.

Tutorials Tutorials are new to nearly every first year undergraduate, and it takes a while to get 

used to them, and to work out what you’re trying to do in them. Some people adapt 

immediately; for others it can feel awkward and distracting and not work well. As with the 

other two points, if you think you’re struggling, or not enjoying or benefiting from them, 

please say so outside the tutorial. A conversation can lead to reorganising the tutorial or 

just to better ways to work within it, but in any case is going to be more productive than 

suffering in silence.
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Some Thoughts on Essays and Writing

The tutorial system, as a teaching method, is very, very dependent on good communication. If 

you have problems, or questions, it’s usually more help to communicate these earlier rather 

than later. If you believe that your work isn’t going well, or if you would rather change to a 

different tutorial group, or if you’re having specific difficulties with a piece of reading, then it’s 

usually more helpful to communicate that as early as possible rather than suffering in silence. 

Most tutors – including me – will be happy to respond to emails about work and reading in 

advance of a tutorial. Some more specific points about the skills you will need follow. Please 

note that all the advice here is specifically aimed at politics writing. Since all of you are doing 

joint degrees, you will be working in other academic subjects, which may well have different 

norms/expectations/rules. Much of this document’s advice is generalisable to other subjects, 

but some of it is not, and you need to think carefully before applying it in other contexts.

4.1 Writing
Good writing matters above nearly everything else. It’s central to teaching and learning at 

Oxford, and it’s also the only form in which your work at Oxford will be evaluated. Good writing 

is an unconditional necessity for doing the work you need to do: you can’t express ideas, draw 

distinctions, set out arguments, use evidence, … without being able to write clearly and 

precisely. You should aim for clarity and precision in everything you write.

If you’re not sure of your argument, clear and precise writing will help you decide what you 

think. If you are sure of your argument, it will help you communicate it to the reader. (Unclear 

and imprecise writing won’t successfully disguise those moments when you’re not really sure.)

Students sometimes feel obliged to write in a florid or arcane style, or to fill their writing with 

technical or scientific language, long or obscure words, pomposity or pretension. But especially 

for Prelims, all you need is simple English (with the odd technical term). You don’t need to use 

unusual vocabulary, or long words, or complicated sentences, or anything else which is likely in 

practice to interfere with clarity and precision. The purpose of your writing is to communicate 

meaning to the reader – writing which makes the reader’s task more difficult, or which seems 

forced or opaque, will work against that purpose.

If you’re unsure about your writing, you need to have the relevant tools. Almost everyone will 

need a dictionary – the Concise Oxford Dictionary is widely recommended – and a thesaurus.

For technical language and definitions it may help to look at the Oxford Dictionary of Politics. 

Note that the university has free online access to the Oxford English Dictionary if your 

dictionary needs get really serious, though it’s not often going to be the case that the medieval 

origin of some word is really important to a Prelims essay in Politics.

Additionally, you might want to look at some works on writing in English. Probably the most 

widely recommended work is a book by Joseph Williams et al which comes a dizzying range of 

editions and titles which all start Style: and end with Clarity and Grace - there is online access 

through SOLO to the 11th edition. A useful and encyclopedic reference guide to formal writing 

is The Chicago Manual of Style, which you can also access through SOLO.
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There are quite a few books devoted to giving more specific help with academic writing, and 

essays in particular. It’s probably most helpful to browse through a few in Blackwells before 

deciding whether you’d like to buy one, but I’ve seen the following recommended:

• Phyllis Creme, Writing at University 3rd Ed (Open University

Press)

• Peter Redman, Good Essay Writing: A Social Sciences Guide (Sage)

There’s also a helpful online resource at the Manchester Academic Phrasebank.

If you have any feedback about these or other study skills guides I’d be very grateful to hear it.

If you think you might have an undiagnosed problem with reading and writing – for example, 

systematic difficulties with spelling, or problems with reading as quickly as your classmates – it 

may be that there is an underlying disorder of the sort sometimes categorised as dyslexia or 

dysgraphia. In that case, please talk to me, to one of your other tutors, or to the college Tutorial 

Office about it as soon as possible. Such problems are very common among Oxford 

undergraduates, although often not diagnosed until they arrive here, and we may be able to 

arrange an assessment leading to any of various forms of assistance, including extra time in 

exams.

If you already have a diagnosis of this sort - or any other disability - please let us know as early 

as you can.

4.2 Essays
Essays are the sole mode of assessment for almost all teaching in PPE and MHP, and getting 

essay-writing right causes many students a lot of trouble. Sometimes, tutors give rather cryptic 

feedback (“answer the question!”, “focus!”) and so on, and often these sorts of comments only 

make sense to people who already write good essays – they don’t actually help to explain what 

makes a good essay.

What follows is an attempt at initial guidance, using an example. Don’t worry about the 

substantive political points – I’m trying here to suggest how you might approach any question.

The key thing is this: an essay is your answer to the question.

That probably seems trivial; but it can be unpacked three ways:

i. It’s your answer to the question – it responds to the specific question asked, rather than to 

the general topic. The question is almost never “Write down everything you know about X”.

ii. It’s your answer to the question – it resolves the question, showing how it must be 

understood and what response is necessary, rather than merely providing information 

relevant to the question. The old Fox News motto “we report, you decide” should not apply 

to an essay.

iii. It’s your answer to the question – it is a response derived from your own thinking about the 

question and it shows evidence of that thought process, rather than reciting an answer 

derived from someone else’s thinking about the question.
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4.3 The question
The question you are being asked is always carefully worded. For example:

“The UK Parliament is effectively powerless against a determined Prime Minister.” Discuss.

It’s important to pay close attention to the wording of the question. This, for example, is talking 

about the relative power of the Prime Minister and Parliament. But it isn’t saying “Write down 

everything you know about the relative power of the Prime Minister and Parliament.”

Let me repeat that for emphasis. This question does not say “Write down everything you know 

about the relative power of the Prime Minister and Parliament” and it should never be 

answered as if it did.

Rather the wording raises a number of further questions, such as (but not limited to):

• It uses the phrase “effectively powerless”; why not just “powerless”? (what is the difference 

between the two phrases? Does the distinction make sense?)

• Why focus on the Prime Minister rather than the government, cabinet, executive? (Is there 

something special about the relationship between Prime Minister and Parliament that isn’t 

true of, say, Cabinet and Parliament?)

• Why construe the situation as one of opposition between Parliament and Prime minister? 

(How far do their interests clash? How far do their goals clash? Could we, alternatively, 

consider the PM as essentially representative of Parliament? Could we think of other 

institutions – parties, for example, or media, or public opinion, or capital, or interest groups, 

or … – as controlling both?)

• Why make an issue of whether or not the Prime Minister is “determined”? (is Parliament 

powerless against a feckless PM? what constitutes “determination”? )

• Might the powers of Prime Ministers vary as between Prime Ministers? (as between 

Parliaments, too, perhaps)

• How specific is this to the UK? (Is the answer to this question true only of the UK, or is it true 

more generally: are legislatures generally “effectively powerless” against determined heads of 

government? do the examples of the US or French President or the German Chancellor shed 

any light on the Prime Minister’s situation?)

The answers to these questions (and any others that you can think of) ought to help you shape 

your answer.

4.4 Your answer
Rather than get too precisely into the details of the answer, I want to start you thinking about 

different outline approaches to the question above. Firstly, what does it mean to “answer the 

question”?

In practice, if this were an exam question, a significant number of candidates would fail to 

answer it. Their outlines might go something like this:

Introduction: Prime Ministers and their successes and failures
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1. Tuition fees

2. Lords reform

3. NHS reform

4. Terrorism Acts, detention, etc

UK legislature – structure and function

5. bicameral (power of House of Lords vs Commons)

6. committees (Standing, Select, HoL)

7. Parties (whips, re-election)

8. Coalitions and minority government (novelty, uncertainty)

Prime Ministers

9. “first among equals” versus Presidential

10. Cabinet Committees

11. role in media coverage

12. foreign vs domestic policy subject to party control?

13. examples of PM winning and losing fights over policy

Conclusion: it all depends

It might well be that this essay would be, when written out, tremendously well-informed – it 

might be thoroughly knowledgeable, even insightful, about the material it covers. However, if it 

included an answer to the question, that answer would largely be hidden inside the structure of 

the essay: the structure is of an overall view of the general topics of parliament and the PM, 

rather than a specific analysis of the question. It would be a poor essay: it would provide a lot of 

material relevant to an answer, but would not provide an answer.

How could we answer the question more specifically? Suppose you think that the UK 

legislature is effectively powerless against Prime Ministers. A better essay might have the 

following structure:

Introduction: what’s the question getting at? why is this worth asking a question about?

These (1,2…N) are reasons we might think Parliament isn’t effectively powerless against PMs

However, for these (1,2…N) reasons, that argument is wrong.

Indeed if we consider these (1,2…N) reasons, Parliament is effectively powerless, as the 

question says.

Conclusion: this is important because …?
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The difference between this outline and the previous one ought (I hope) to be clear. While the 

first essay set out all sorts of relevant and irrelevant knowledge, the second essay has the form of 

an argument – that is, it seeks to persuade the reader that a particular answer to the question is 

correct. It does this through setting out what the question means (in 1), considering alternatives 

(in 2 and 3), giving reasons to show that its answer is the best one (in 3 and 4), and explaining 

what the consequences of this view are (in 5). In talking about these reasons, the answer would 

have to display a lot of knowledge of the topic. But, the structure would be based around 

persuasion/argument rather than knowledge/facts.

To make that point more briefly: the structure of your essay should be completely different to 

the structure of your knowledge of the underlying topic.

Of course, this isn’t the only possible structure for an answer to the question. Nor is it the right 

answer, necessarily; one could construct similar outlines for any of a range of possible answers 

to the question. We could decide that the reasons point us the other way, towards the view that 

Parliament isn’t effectively powerless against a determined PM; or that the question is silly, and 

that it shows a lack of understanding of the relationship between Parliament and the PM, or 

etc. But whatever you decide the answer to the question is, you need to make your essay an 

argument for that answer. You will of course need to include some knowledge – but the 

knowledge is there to persuade the reader of your argument, not to demonstrate your precision 

recall skills.

It’s key, therefore, that you think of each essay not as a demonstration that you have done the 

reading, or as a reminder of how you came to the answer you have, or as a process of discovery, 

or some other purely self-regarding reason. Rather, an essay is a performance for an audience – 

it’s an attempt to engage the reader(s) and persuade them that your answer is the correct one.

4.5 General essay hints
Some basic hints follow from the above:

Firstly, you need to be clear about what your answer is before you start writing your essay! If you 

don’t know what the answer is as you write, your essay can’t be focussed on persuading the 

reader of that answer. It can be helpful to try to identify a one-sentence answer: the core of 

your answer, in a few (twenty? thirty?) words.

Secondly, you have to be absolutely ruthless in staying on the topic, and on the line of 

argument, that you are pursuing. Facts or ideas or reasons or views which aren’t directly used to 

pursue your argument, no matter how interesting/funny/exciting/drawn-from-your-personal-

experience-during-your-gap-year/blah, don’t belong in the essay. Every sentence you write 

should have a clear function in your mind. It should be clear exactly what that sentence is 

doing to persuade the reader of your argument. Any sentence that doesn’t have such a function 

needs to be excised.

Thirdly, you need to think about your essay from the reader’s point of view. This is absolutely 

crucial. As a reader, it’s easy to get lost in someone else’s argument or to misunderstand what 

the writer is trying to do. In writing an essay, you should try to lead the reader through your 

argument – you should make it easy for the reader to follow your argument, your logic, and 
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your evidence, to see that your conclusions follow, and you should also make it easy for the 

reader to agree with you. Signpost your argument – tell the reader what you have done, what 

you are doing, what you are about to do – and emphasise important points and conclusions. 

Organise your writing to make it easier to follow (for example, in lists like this). Most people err 

towards far too little, rather than too much, signposting and structure – it can be helpful to get 

someone else to read your essay for you to point out where you could do more for the reader.

Fourthly, a crucial fact about the reader is that he or she is not you, so parts of the argument 

that remain only in your head will not be accessible to the reader. You need to be explicit about 

definitional choices you make, about why you reach the conclusions that you do, about how 

your evidence supports your argument.

Fifthly, you should pay close attention to the logic of the question. For example, the above 

question includes a phrase which is both vague and crucial – “effectively powerless”. In order to 

answer the question you have to have a clear account of what “effectively powerless” means, 

and how to assess evidence to identify it as in favour of, or against, the proposition that the UK 

legislature is effectively powerless against a determined prime minister. That is, you need 

criteria for deciding what counts as effective powerlessness. Most questions involve vague 

phrases of this sort which need to be carefully defined and operationalized (made usable) so 

that evidence can be brought to bear on the question. In the absence of well-defined criteria, 

all you can do is recite the evidence – you can’t analyse it one way or the other. Just as a simple 

example - is Labour doing well in the opinion polls? We don’t know until we know what counts 

as “doing well in the opinion polls”.

It can be difficult to take all this in – as I said, many students struggle with essay-writing. The 

important thing in the early stages is to try to make progress on a clear argument, a focussed 

essay, and keeping the reader’s needs in mind rather than the author’s. It might help to get 

someone else to read your essay before the tutorial (or to share your essay with your tutorial 

partner/s in advance) – just to get some idea of whether someone else can follow your 

argument.

4.6 Good and bad
Some thoughts, the first two especially focussed on writing about real political systems:

A. You need to specify mechanisms. It’s not enough just to say “The Prime Minister will be 

constrained by public opinion”. We need to know more about it. Particularly, we need to know 

how the Prime Minister will be constrained. For example, will it be fear of violent overthrow? of 

a future General Election defeat? of a threat to the PM’s leadership from within her own party, 

leading to an enforced resignation? or all three? or something else?

There are two reasons we need to know the exact mechanism. Firstly, the claim “The Prime 

Minister will be constrained by public opinion” is vague: understanding the mechanism will 

help us understand exactly what constraints the Prime Minister faces. (Fear of a violent 

overthrow will constrain some potential Prime Ministerial actions; fear of a future General 

Election defeat will constrain quite a different set of actions). Secondly, the aim of studying 

politics empirically is broadly scientific. That is, it attempts not only to show correlations 

(between say prime ministerial unpopularity and certain kinds of policy outcomes) but also to 

19



identify patterns of causation (why is the correlation the way it is?) which can be applied in 

other situations. These patterns need to be identified precisely if they are going to be applicable 

in other situations. (Fear of a violent overthrow might also constrain an unelected dictator, but 

fear of a future General Election defeat would not.)

B. You need to specify agency. Sharp readers of this document will notice a couple of references 

to books which are “widely recommended”, where I don’t specify who does the recommending, 

and therefore give the reader no chance of deciding whether the recommendation is 

trustworthy. This is bad of me!

C. An essay isn’t teaching – often students try to adopt the style of a textbook and write their 

essay in the form of introductory summary of a topic suitable for a new student. Sometimes 

these are quite good textbook extracts, but they aren’t really essays. You’re not trying to provide 

an introduction to the topic – your essay is being read by someone who already knows about it 

– you’re trying to provide an argument in answer to a question. If you find yourself repeating a 

lot of factual or narrative material, ask yourself if you are trying to teach an imaginary novice 

rather than answer the question.
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Plagiarism

5.1 The importance of not plagiarising
I don’t have a grand finale for this document. I want to close with an example of something 

which you absolutely must not do. There is no greater academic offence than plagiarism and 

you can be sure that if the college or department finds evidence of plagiarism you will be in 

deep trouble – possibly even facing the end of your time at Oxford.

The University’s plagiarism policies are online here

Note: it covers both intentional or reckless plagiarism – ie lack of intent is no defence

There’s some helpful guidance beyond that on the University student advice pages, including 

examples of good practice and an online course you should take. You’ll also find relevant 

material and policies in the university student handbook, the PPE and MHP subject 

handbooks, and the Wadham Handbook.

It is important that you read this section carefully and understand what it refers to. When you 

get them, you should also read the University PPE handbook/MHP handbook, the Proctors’ and 

Assessor’s Memorandum, and the Wadham Handbook, for further important rules concerning 

plagiarism. If you have any questions do let me know!
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