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Preface
to the sixth edition


This edition contains some updating, some response to useful feedback from students and teachers, and some cutting to the chase.


Students have to write essays and coursework at all stages of their education, from a few hundred words to a few thousand. For convenience the term ‘essay’ is used throughout to encompass various kinds of coursework, although the more usual kinds of coursework projects are identified, and referenced in the Index. Writing at some length is the most efficient test devised of knowledge, ability to analyse, explain, argue and communicate ideas effectively. Yet there is a lack of guidance on how to build on the simple schoolwork skills, on how to think straight and on how to assess one’s own work in terms of content, structure and style.


My aim has therefore been to fill this gap. The book benefits students of any age, from secondary education to graduate level and mature students who have returned to formal courses and after a period away from them. I have had overseas students in mind too.


Readers are continually encouraged to monitor progress. Self-assessment tasks with suggested responses – descriptions rather than prescriptions – deal with various subjects. They range from the ‘creative’ schoolroom titles (‘My First Day at Secondary School’) to those in various disciplines set by the Boards for GCSE and A Level exams and by universities and colleges of further education. Chapter 11 summarises the special skills required for essay exams.


Case studies in some of the chapters follow the progress of two GCSE students, two A Level students, a Foundation course student and a first year undergraduate, engaged with different subjects. This makes the book, once worked through, ideal for students at various levels to use for revision and as a troubleshooter. The case studies include commentaries on the students’ efforts by tutors (meaning either classroom or one-to-one teachers), and suggestions for procedure. Tutors see how to get the best out of the book, and how to develop in their own ways the ideas and the methods put across.


I am indebted to the following organisations for permission to reproduce essay titles: the Southern Examining Group, the Oxford Delegacy of Local Examinations, ULEAC (University of London Examination and Assessment Council) and the Open University. I am also indebted to Longman Group for permission to reproduce an extract from G M Trevelyan’s Illustrated Social History, Volume 4.


My wider aim is to benefit anyone in working life who needs to produce pieces of continuous writing. The business report, brochure, advertisement feature and feature article for a newspaper or magazine are among other writing products that require the same skills. Comments on how the book works in practice are always welcome. Please write to me c/o the Publishers.


 


Brendan Hennessy





Introduction



HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU



This book is a tool that you will adapt to your particular needs and temperament. What are its content and the methods?


1.   The emphasis is on practice and self-assessment, with plenty of guidance and suggested responses to the tasks. Special attention has been given to those aspects of essay writing that students say they find hardest.


2.   There are numerous examples of how things go wrong and how they can be put right, with commentary, in essays on a variety of subjects. These examples will help you to assess the essays you undertake from now on.


3.   You will be constantly asked to review your knowledge and skills as you go. Memory checks within chapters, and three features – case studies, a summary and discussion points – encourage this process.


4.   There is no mystery or magic about essay-writing techniques. They can be learned, and I am on your side. Work through this book as suggested, and I promise you that your essays will improve and that you will find the book a useful trouble-shooter in any emergency.



HOW TO USE THE BOOK



■   Read the book straight through quickly first to get the lie of the land.


■   Read the book carefully, noting strategies that you specially need. Use the checklists and practical tasks to monitor your progress. If a checklist reveals lack of understanding, read the section again, and test yourself again.


■   Write your answers to the tasks before comparing with the suggested versions at the back of the book. These versions are not of course intended to be prescriptive. Every essay written on a particular topic is different: what can be assessed is how well or badly it deals with the questions raised by the topic; how well argued it is; how well structured.


■   Adapt all advice to your own requirements.


■   Repeat any tasks you have not done well.


■   Revise sections as necessary when you get stuck in the course of writing an essay.


■   Revise, when an essay is returned, the sections of the book dealing with the aspects criticised.


■   Identify when you can with the students meeting the problems in case studies. These are constant reminders of how to deal with problems as they arise in the essay writing process, including psychological ones.


■   Review from time to time as you work through the book, using the end-of-chapter summaries. Fill in the details in your mind: if you find this hard, look quickly through the chapter again.


■   Stimulate your thinking with the Summaries, the final section in most chapters. These are open-ended, to encourage you to use your imagination, without the pressure to come up with a ‘correct’ approach. Tutors may want to use them and add to them in the classroom.



PREPARING FOR EXAMS



Chapter 11 concentrates on the techniques for preparing for and performing at exams. But to provide practice in working at the speed that will be required in exams, time limits are suggested for some of the tasks throughout the book.


■   Work to these time limits.


■   Revise before exams those sections of the book you have found difficult.


■   Do past exams as practice for a month or so before exams.



INTRODUCING THE CASE STUDIES



Neil is a GCSE student


Neil is 16, a year 11 student. There are two younger children. Neil starts any task with plenty of enthusiasm but it tends to fizzle out quickly. He lacks self-confidence and he tends to be over-sensitive to criticism; a rather aggressive manner doesn’t always succeed in hiding the vulnerability.


His main difficulties with essays at present are:


■   He produces slapdash work when his interest hasn’t been sufficiently aroused.


■   He doesn’t think hard enough about what the title demands, and doesn’t know how to think about it.


■   He finds the idea of planning boring and prefers to think as he writes. This often works better for 16-year-olds who have not amassed enough knowledge to find comparisons and patterns in it, as long as the students are prepared to scrutinise the result carefully and see what rewriting is necessary. Neil is rarely willing to rewrite.


Christine is a GCSE student


Christine is 16, outgoing and disorganised. She lives, and goes to the local secondary school, in a deprived inner city area.


She has many good points. She has potential, though so far this has not been obvious in her written work. She is beginning to get ambitious, and applies herself more seriously to her studies. She has plenty of ideas and is beginning to produce good creative work.


■   She doesn’t read as much as she should, and this shows up in a lack of vocabulary. Her English tutor is constantly encouraging her to read more, and she is beginning to respond.


■   She tends to be verbose.


■   She also has grammar and spelling problems.


■   She enjoys class discussion, and is effective.


■   She is able to benefit from discussing her essays with friends, and is learning to weigh up different points of view.



Marjorie is an A-Level student


Seventeen-year-old Marjorie got seven GCSEs and is now studying four subjects for A-Levels: English Literature, Sociology, Economics and French. She is well organised, with an incisive mind. She is serious and conscientious.


Her current difficulties are:


■   She is a perfectionist, called a ‘swot’ by her classmates, worries unduly and then doesn’t do herself justice.


■   She finds it difficult to let her imagination loose when it is demanded.


■   She distrusts emotions. She finds it hard to judge when to stop researching and start writing.


■   She finds it hard to maintain a flow and suffers from writer’s block.


■   She generally learns conscientiously from criticism. But she can be frustrated when she feels a tutor is unaware of the value of what she is trying to express, of what is in her mind.


■   She needs to work at producing her own voice and conclusions.


David is an A-Level student


David was born in England 17 years ago of Nigerian parents. His father has an import-export business with branches in Lagos, Hamburg and London, and his mother runs a kindergarten. David is studying Business Studies, English Literature, Law and Government and Political Studies.


His good points are: he is bright, and he researches quickly and effectively. He knows how to organise himself and plan his assignments. He has ideas, is persuasive in argument, and likes to discuss essay topics with fellow students and members of his family.


■   His current problems with essays centre upon being a good starter but a weak finisher. He becomes enthusiastic about a project and that will take him effectively through the shorter kind, particularly in Business Studies. Longer essays, however, he finds a drag and his early interest tends to wane.


■   He doesn’t take enough notes, and depends on language skill rather than analytical skill to get him through exposition and argument. In other words he can be glib and lacking in substance.


■   He tends to leave the writing up to the last minute, and neglects final revising.


■   He finds it particularly difficult to come to a conclusion.


Walter is taking foundation courses


Walter is married with two young children. He is a 43-year-old senior computer consultant with a degree in computer science. He has a very straightforward, decisive manner.


He has been told that he lacks communication skills – what his company calls ‘people skills’ – and that further promotion would require from him more reports, memos and correspondence. He has taken the hint, for he is ambitious. As a start he is taking foundation courses by correspondence in English Literature, History and Political Theory. He expects to follow this up with a degree in History, believing this will humanise him and correct the imbalance towards the sciences in his education.


■   He is industrious and when he is determined to accomplish something, he usually succeeds. If he knows something about a subject he can usually produce a satisfactory essay, but he is finding essays in English literature extremely frustrating.


■   He bottles up his emotions and finds it difficult to discuss questions of feeling.


■   English literature essays probe parts of his mind that 12 years in computers haven’t reached, and he’s not sure if those parts should be disturbed.


■   He asks all his tutors for a foolproof method. They say there isn’t one foolproof method, that he should try out several methods until he finds one that suits him, and adapt it to different requirements.


Ann is a first year undergraduate


Twenty-year-old Ann is studying for a BA (Hons) in Psychology. She is an independent spirit, self-assured and energetic. She plays a full part in the social activities of university life, is a frequent speaker in the Debating Society, and is active in student politics. In fact she tends to neglect her studies to fit all this in.


■   Her essays both benefit and suffer from her skill at speech making: on the one hand they are interesting and readable; on the other hand they can be repetitive, tending to go round in circles.


■   She depends on mind maps for plans, but they tend to become overloaded with detail, and she has been advised to try the detailed formal outline, to keep her ideas under control.


■   She tends to have too much preamble at the start of her essays.


■   Highly individual, she finds it difficult to take criticism.




SUMMARY





This book’s aims


A book cannot write an essay for you, but it can certainly help. This book’s aims are to show you how to:


☐   decide what you want to say


☐   gather the necessary information and ideas


☐   think about the structure more clearly


☐   structure the essay logically and convincingly


☐   write as well as you can.


 





1


The purpose of your essay


Decide what you have to say, who your audience is, and then how to communicate it.



WHO, WHAT AND HOW



To write anything – not just essays – you must first decide on the purpose, which includes being quite clear about who you are talking to. Then you must decide on what you have to say – the content; then how you will shape it – the structure. Finally, you must decide on the kind of language you use – the style. Under style we can include presentation: whether to write it by hand or word-process it, and how to lay it out on the page.


The process


A piece of writing, then, can be conveniently described under four headings:


P for the PURPOSE
C for the CONTENT
S for the STRUCTURE
S for the STYLE


The advantage of using the code-word PROCESS is that it puts purpose first.



What does your reader need to know?


If your partner is unknowingly heading for the edge as you walk along a clifftop, would you choose that moment to discuss the view, or ask who should be invited to your sister’s wedding? Yet written communications often ignore what the reader needs to know, concentrating instead on what the writer wants to say.



IDENTIFYING YOUR PURPOSE AS A WRITER



Comparing the techniques needed for different kinds of writing, and practising them, improves writing skills for any purpose. We all have important kinds of writing to do in the course of our lives. Practising these skills (writing a letter rather than telephoning, for example) will make it easier to write essays. Writing essays will prepare us for other writing tasks in our future careers. For this reason we will sometimes compare essay techniques with those required for other ‘writing products’.


Comparing the purposes of different kinds of writing will help to make the purpose of the essay clearer by putting it into perspective.


Writing personal letters


The personal letter may have various purposes and may be loose and rambling. It is often a substitute for conversation, discussing matters of interest only to the sender and recipient. It may contain private references to shared experience that would not be understood by anyone else. But writing letters encourages your ideas to flow readily, a crucial requirement for a good essay.


In any case there are more formal varieties of letters, which appear among the creative essay choices in GCSE exam papers. Their main purpose is to let you show that you can communicate effectively, with less emphasis on knowledge or structure.


A typical example:


A friend is thinking of trying to take up a career in acting and has written to you asking for advice. Write a letter in reply which does not discourage your friend, but makes clear the difficulties and challenges to be faced.


Some of these letters are to be based on extracts from literature and journalism, which you have to read first.


Writing business letters


These have a specific purpose: to inform, order or sell, so that the sender’s business will benefit. Anything irrelevant to its purpose will work against it. A letter asking for a long-standing bill to be paid, after many previous letters and phone calls, will refer to possible legal action rather than inject humour with an apt quotation from Shakespeare.


Writing a business or investigative report


This has its purpose clearly stated, in relation to the content and the readers aimed at. The purpose is the essential part of what is usually titled the Introduction. It may be given the title Terms of Reference. The ‘terms’ are the reasons for the investigation, the situation or problem, the audience, and what action, if any, they are expected or advised to take. The Introduction may include a Summary and Conclusions.


The straightforward patterns and style of such reports work well for certain kinds of essays, especially in the sciences. The outlines of an essay and an investigative report on a similar theme are placed side by side for comparison (see Appendices C and D).


Writing a newspaper report


This aims to state as concisely and objectively as possible the






	who


	where


	why







	what


	when


	how








of any event considered newsworthy, bearing in mind the readership of the publication. This ‘Five-Ws-plus-How’ formula is a useful reminder of the questions that any piece of writing may be required to answer, including business-style reports and essays, in which we shall see it at work.


The newspaper reporter also aims to be readable, but clarity is more important. The essence of the news report is often put first, with less important facts filling it out.


Writing feature articles for newspapers and magazines


These have various purposes. What they have in common is the aim to






	inform


	explain


	entertain







	comment


	persuade


	 








and often all five at once. Averaging 600 to 2,000 words, feature articles may explain the background to the news or develop an argument. They usually have a topical peg of some kind.


The personal column or opinion piece is akin to the creative essay of the schoolroom. The following topic, and many similar ones, have been the subject matter of many a column:


‘Modern gadgets!’ Give your views on the importance to everyday life of computers, cellular telephones, microwave cookers and satellite television (SEG, External Syllabus, GCSE, November 1990).


The main difference between feature articles and essays is that the essay does not have to interest a great number of people, nor does it need to be quite so informative or up to date as the journalism. But both articles and essays have to support opinions with fact.


■   As a model for creative essays, study how this support is given in the more subjective personal columns.


■   As a model for the more academic essay, the main subject of this book, study how this support is given in newspaper articles of exposition and argument.




TASK 1


Find a feature article in a newspaper or magazine. Explain its purpose in 20 words.


Group: A feature article is photocopied and distributed to members of a group. The 20-word reports are compared and discussed.





Writing essays


What is your tutor looking for?


Essays too have their own specific requirements. Tutors may provide a course outline, but check with your tutor (or examination body) if you are in any doubt. In general, your essay should show that you can:


■   collect relevant information quickly and use the knowledge to focus clearly on the set topic;


■   read critically and purposefully;


■   analyse processes and problems and argue a case;


■   relate theory to specific examples;


■   make a creative contribution to the subject;


■   structure the material logically and express it clearly.


Although clarity in essays is more in demand than readability (except for the more creative ones), put yourself in the place of a tutor or examiner who has to wade through a hundred or so in a week. Make your essay as readable as possible without straining for effect. The best journalism will provide models for this quality too.


Letters, reports and articles are often asked for in the ‘composition’ section of secondary school exams rather than ‘essays’, and coursework projects take these and other forms.



CASE STUDIES



Neil doesn’t quite convince
Neil, reasonably satisfied, took the first paragraph of his GCSE coursework project on ‘Should the Monarchy be Abolished?’ to his tutor:


The country being in its present state of recession can’t afford the monarchy. The various castles and palaces cost millions to maintain and that money comes out of our taxes. In any case the Queen is only a figurehead and doesn’t have any real power so what’s the point? We’re in Europe now anyway and don’t do so much trade with the Commonwealth, which is supposed to be one reason for keeping it because the Queen is Head of the Commonwealth. The behaviour of the younger members of the Royalty just let the country down and in any case their marriages are split up and that is messing up the whole idea of the monarchy, after all it’s supposed to give the country unity. Some people say the tourists come to see the palaces and the Crown jewels and all that, but how many of them are going to see the Queen on a white horse?


Tutor comment
His tutor asked, ’How does it go on from there?’ Neil said he wasn’t sure but he would give more details on those points. The tutor reminded him that his main purpose was to convince readers of his arguments, not just mention them in passing. The remark about the tourists was irrelevant: the contribution of the monarchy to income from tourists had to be answered.


‘Look at your materials pack. There are poll figures showing loyalty to the Queen. You’ve got to weigh up the arguments for and against. What about the polls in the USA saying that American tourists would come just the same if there were no monarchy? That would support your argument on this point better . . . First make a plan. Take the different aspects: the matter of respect, the Commonwealth, tourism, and so on, and put for and against points under each.’


‘By the way,’ Neil said, ‘I wouldn’t just stop it of course. I’d phase it out after the Queen.’


‘Well, you’d better explain that part of it. Probably in the first sentence.’


Marjorie learns to illustrate with examples
In the A Level class Marjorie is discussing with her tutor the following topic:


Write about the way the protagonist of Jane Eyre develops during the novel and discuss how Charlotte Brontë reveals the development.


Tutor: You’ve got too much of the social background in, haven’t you? Look for the main theme. A rebellious child grows to a mature woman of some strength of character. Then see how she moves towards this at each stage of her development. What are the stages?


Marjorie: Well, she was a rebellious child to some extent when brought up by her aunt, and also at boarding school. But she learns Christian tolerance there from her friend. She goes to Rochester as a governess and falls in love. That’s the big deal. She visits her aunt and turns the tables if you like, asserts herself doesn’t she? Then back to Rochester, almost marries but hears of bigamy. Runs away, holes up with the Rivers family and almost marries the parson Rivers but it would have been out of duty, reasserts herself and goes back to Rochester. House destroyed, he’s blind and lame, cor she doesn’t half pile it on here, and then she’s going to look after him. A real weepie.


Tutor: What about the question of Charlotte Brontë revealing?


Marjorie: But what does it mean exactly, reveals?


Tutor: What the question wants you to do is to illustrate with some examples the advances, the key changes for Jane. Some of the advances are in Jane’s mind, in her thoughts, the way she argues with herself, and so on, and of course we see everything through Jane’s mind. Some advances are symbolic – think of their first meeting when he comes off his horse and leans on her, and then the tree that splits in the storm and so on. Some advances are revealed in her discussions – with Rochester and with Rivers. It’s all psychological isn’t it?


Marjorie: Sir, I’m going to study psychology at university. I find it fascinating.


Tutor: Well, Jane Eyre is a good place to start, isn’t it?


Walter struggles with his plan
Looking over his essay on ’How to lose weight and keep it lost’ for his Foundation course, Walter’s head was spinning. It was 2,000 words long. He had not made a plan of it because it had all been clear in his head. Now he saw that he had lost his way in the middle. He made a plan of the structure that he found. The five steps for losing weight were first listed, which was a great help:


1.   Decide exactly how much weight you want to lose.


2.   Take actions to achieve it.


3.   Analyse results of actions.


4.   Continue actions if succeeding, or try other methods.


5.   Among other methods, find someone who has achieved success and follow that example.


The main problem was step 2. This divided into actions in general: first, become interested in your health; secondly, find out where your diet is going wrong; thirdly, get excited about losing weight – take the pleasure rather than the pain. Then there were three specific actions. The third specific action was followed by: ’Perhaps you have problem food.’ There was a three-step procedure for cracking this type of problem.


Walter asked his tutor how to deal with this.


Tutor comment
My head is spinning as well. Your terms are confusing – ‘steps’, ‘stages’ and ‘action’. Confine yourself to ‘steps’ and ‘methods’.


‘Your essay sounds like someone working at a computer, following up different options to see where they lead you. The computer knows exactly where you’re at, but your reader doesn’t.’
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