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WRITING YOUR ANSWERS IN LITERATURE

	This book uses questions from the KENYA CERTIFICATE OF SECONDARY EDUCATION English Papers 101/2 – in which candidates answer questions based on an EXCERPT taken from a specific set text studied during the course to earn 25 marks – and 101/3 – in which candidates answer 3 essay questions (each with 20 marks) in two and a half hours. The skills taught here, however, are applicable to any examination. The only thing required is to examine the time and marks given in your own exam and make appropriate adjustments. Some College exams, for instance, require the student to answer a question in ONE HOUR to earn 25 marks. The candidate should adjust the time suggested here and paragraphing to fit this particular exam. 








Literary writing is a well-thought-out process that you will have to cultivate yourself. Apart from practicing to write like others in the field, you need to adopt the right language, the correct diction and the correct styles. You not only need to know how to interpret questions and how to present answers but also do a lot of practice before the final exam so that planning, timing and other such impediments do not come in the way of performance. This section takes you through a deliberate planning and writing out of your essay, teaches you how to interpret questions and shows you how to tell in no uncertain terms whether you have done what your examiner requires at every stage of the question by considering the marks awarded and how to earn them. This is done in four stages; interpreting questions, planning and writing out your essay, revising your essay and timing your essay.  

I) Interpreting Questions. 

It is important to seriously regard what certain question words mean because it is not uncommon to find a student go through the motions of answering a question but end up not doing so because the answer does not address the question. Here are the most common question words that you will encounter, especially in essay questions, with a well-thought-out opinion of what they require you to do. A sample question and the possible approach you might take to the question has also been given.

Analyze. Analyzing means examining systematically by separating constituent parts to see how they work together to form a unit. An analysis of a theme or a character, for example, will also involve an examination of the different aspects of that theme or the various character traits. This enables you to show how they work together to form a writer’s complete opinion of a subject or how the traits reflect a complete image of the character as shown in a certain novel. 

Sample Question: Analyze the theme of Hypocrisy and pretense in Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World.

Possible Approach: Go through the novel and examine how different characters exhibit the traits of hypocrisy and pretense; examine, for instance, Setsuko’s round-about way of skirting her father’s possible influence on her sister’s marriage possibilities in her talk with her father so as not to hurt his dignity; examine Ono’s doing the same. Scrutinize their motives, how both characters are presented and how they end up forming the novelist’s opinion of hypocrisy and Pretense as a subject, its motives and effects. Write an essay showing these aspects of hypocrisy and pretense to show Ishiguro’s opinion of hypocrisy and pretense as a subject.

Compare. To compare, draw similarities between things. You might be asked to compare characters, treatment of themes or use of two aspects of style. For characters, discuss how they are treated; which one is more central than the other and what their roles are. For themes, discuss which is given more weight. For style, look at the way the two aspects of style are used; which one is more widely used/which one is more effectively used. Note that in some cases you may be required to compare and contrast. 

Sample Question: Compare the treatment of the old versus the young in Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World.

Possible Approach: Draw two columns, one with old characters including Masiji Ono, Chisu Matsuda, Akira Sugimura and others and the other with young characters such as Noriko, her husband, Ichiro etc. Go through the novel noting how each group is treated and suggesting the novelist’s intention at every stage. Using the evidence collated, discuss how Ishiguro treats each cluster of characters while clearly showing their roles.

Contrast. To contrast is to draw out the outstanding differences between two things or people. To contrast two characters, show how they are unalike. To contrast two themes or aspects of style, show how differently they have been treated in the novel. 

Sample Question: Contrast Masuji Ono and Kuroda in Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World.

Possible Approach: Examine how the novelist portrays the two characters in terms of their character traits and roles, philosophical outlook and how they begin and how end. In addition, examine who wins and who loses, who appears positive and who seems negative. Examine Ishiguro’s intentions in including each character and in portraying them the way they are portrayed. Write an essay discussing this. 

Describe. To describe is to draw a word picture that appeals to the sense of sight. An appeal to other senses such as smell, taste, hearing and touch helps too. In your description, ensure what you describe is ‘seeable’ and can be felt. 

Sample Question: Describe the procedure of matchmaking that leads to a Japanese marriage as shown in Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World. Clearly showing the impact of this, as an aspect of Japanese culture and tradition, on the institutions of family and marriage.

Possible Approach: Go through the arguments between Masuji Ono on the one side and his daughters on the other regarding the failure of Noriko’s first miai. Examine the second miai too. Examine the characters’ fears about social perception, delayed marriage and its effect on the character as in the case of Noriko, the perceptions of each family in the two miai and the centrality of this in the Japanese society. Write an essay portraying the steps followed in marriage arrangement in the Japanese society according to Ishiguro’s novel, their roots and their effects on both marriage and family perceptions. 

Discuss. To discuss, you need to convince your reader by examining an issue and shedding light on it, giving details while aiming at convincing your reader to see the issue from your point of view. This may require illustrations and explanations where you think your reader may be lost. 

Sample Question: Discuss Ishiguro’s argument of negative patriotism and its effect in his novel An Artist of the Floating World. 
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