I have seen many, many, students who collected facts on bits of paper and
then tried to string them together to produce an assessment, essay, review
paper etc. Inevitably this approach ends up producing something as exciting
as a shopping list …


When it comes to writing my advice to students is to lay EVERYTHING on
one side and get a single piece of paper and write down what they want their
reader to know at the end of your paper WITHOUT REFERRING TO ANYTHING.

Doing this makes them assemble the ideas in their head, decide what is and
is not important and derive their own model of what the topic is all about.
For those who say they can't do that the reply is 'well in that case you
have not read enough yet or you don't understand enough yet'.

When they have done that (and still without referring to any notes they have
taken) I get them to take a second piece of paper and write down a list of
topic headings and sub-headings that they think they might write under
(these can be removed later if not stylistically appropriate - but they are
there to give the work structure at this stage).

Then I get them to take a third piece of paper and try to assemble their
list of headings and sub-headings into a story line. A good paper should
read as easily as a novel, so I encourage them to construct a list that has
a logical progression. Only then are they ready to start writing.

STILL WITHOUT GOING BACK TO ANY OF THEIR NOTES. I encourage them not to worry about style and detail at this stage just get down the key ideas and points that they want to share with their reader (always think about the reader - you have to take them by the hand and lead them through the story).

When they have a rough first draft of the story they want to tell and they are happy that it unwraps in a logical and sensible way they can go back and start inserting the detail and the evidence (references, quotes, examples etc.) to support their concept. I encourage them to be prepared to go through two or three more drafts fine-tuning the detail, sorting out the English and style and polishing the prose.

Using this approach allows the individual’s ideas to come through and those ideas to be the driving force in the work. This is the complete opposite of listing ideas ('fact') and then trying to bend them into something that has cohesion. 
(Prof Peter Brooks,
Faculty of Science, School of Biological Sciences, University of Plymouth).
