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Essay 

Students may choose to undertake an extended essay. The purpose of the essay is to bring students to a closer 

awareness of the current frontiers of astronomical research, by reading and assimilating research literature 

addressing problems in some limited area of endeavour that have not been completely solved. The essay should be 

at the forefront of research and not be merely a summary of the literature (or lecture notes) and the ideas they 

contain, but should be organized in such a way as to address specifically some issue or issues which the candidate 

considers to be particularly interesting and important. A critical approach should be adopted, and students should 

not refrain from making their own judgements on the validity or plausibility of the arguments discussed. Back-of-

the-envelope calculations and general physical arguments should be made to support those judgements, whenever 

that is possible.  

The regulations require that the essay be submitted to the Examiners not later than the tenth day of the Full Easter 

Term [Thursday, 4 May 2017]. The length of the essay shall be not more than 5,000 words (exclusive of tables, 
figures, footnotes, appendices, and bibliography). The subject of the essay shall be chosen from a list of approved 

subjects announced by the Director of the Institute of Astronomy not later than the division of the Michaelmas 

Term [9 November]. Each candidate shall, not later than the end of Full Lent Term [Friday,  17 March 2017] 
notify the Director of the subject chosen from the list. It is expected that the maximum credit obtainable is 

equivalent to that for a course of 24 lectures, and that it will be added to the credit gained in the written 

examination.  

It is important to realize that marks are awarded by the Examiners not merely for a well written review which 

shows that the candidate has understood the issues in question, but also for originality of presentation providing a 

demonstration that those issues have been thoroughly digested. More credit will be given for an essay containing a 

thorough, well reasoned discussion of a relatively small area of the subject than a superficial review of a wide area. 

Nevertheless, candidates are advised to set their discussion into a wider context, explaining briefly its relevance to 

other issues. The Examiners will award marks for an up to date essay which demonstrates a good physical 

understanding of the material.  

The candidate may choose whatever format and style of writing they prefer,  although they should be aware that 

an overly sensational or ‘journalistic’ style may not best suit their subject matter. The essay should incorporate in-

text references with a complete reference list at the end, as found in journal papers in the subject area. Note that if 

the examiners consider that an essay is not sufficiently legible, they have the power to require that it be 

resubmitted in typescript.  

It is a fundamental tenet of scientific writing that due acknowledgment is given to the work and ideas of others 

that form the basis of, or are incorporated in, an essay. You must always acknowledge the source of an idea or 

material you use with a specific reference. Plagiarism, including the use of another individual's ideas, data or text, 

is regarded as an extremely serious disciplinary offence by the University: for further guidance on what 

constitutes plagiarism, see www.admin.cam.ac.uk/univ/plagiarism/students/. 

A list of the essay topics will be posted on the Part II noticeboard outside the Course Secretary's office by the 

middle of the Michaelmas Term, [not later than 9 November] and she will have further details from the essay 

supervisors giving brief descriptions for each of them.  

All candidates are strongly encouraged to consult the advisor who has been assigned to the essay of choice. 

They should also be aware that some advisors may be difficult to contact for extended periods over the 

Easter break, so starting work on the essay no later than the start of the Lent Term is advisable.  

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/teaching/undergrad/courseguide.html#contacts

