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         I strongly recommend readers to study and absorb the first five sections of the book before turning to the ten sample essays that have been provided. These sample essays are presented as models of good practice and each is followed by a detailed analysis or questions that are intended to focus your attention on key essay-writing skills that you should have learnt from the first five sections. You will benefit if you study these sample essays in tandem with the analysis that follows. Only with this kind of close attention to structure and detail can you hope you to improve your essay-writing skills.
 
         Don Shiach
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         The skill of writing essays is an essential tool if you are to achieve the kind of grade you want in the courses you are studying. This is true whether you are studying at GCSE, AS or A levels at school or college, or trying to gain a degree at university.
 
         There is no single, foolproof method of successful essay-writing. However, the advice and the practical guidance you will receive in this book will provide you with all you need to know about how to improve your grade assessments by putting into practice some simple, but invaluable, principles of essay writing.
 
         These approaches will work for you whether you are facing assessment in timed examinations and/or being judged by coursework assignments. In essence, the principles of essay-writing apply to both situations: when you are under the pressure of an examination room, or, at home or in college with more time to produce your assignment essay.
 
         There is no doubt at all that the people who do best in assessments of all kinds are those who understand exactly what is required of them and who manage to deliver exactly that. In other words, it is not just what you know, but how you apply that knowledge when you are being assessed that finally counts.
 
         In the case of examinations, you have to be effective at sitting examinations in order to maximise your grade potential. Like almost everything else, there is an art to taking exams. In other words, what you are being examined on when you sit an exam is your ability to sit examinations.
         
 
         Equally, with coursework, you have to know how to present yourself in the most favourable light to the assessor. There has been a good deal of controversy about the role of coursework in examination assessment and how important a component for the basis of a grade award it should be. Problems of plagiarism from the internet and how to ascertain that students’ coursework has indeed been produced by the students themselves without undue assistance have cast a cloud over the whole issue. However, it is highly likely that some element of coursework, however reduced, will remain an essential element of examination assessment. Thus, it will continue to be essential for examination candidates to produce coherent, well-written and structured essays for their coursework.
 
         Essay-writing is, then, crucial in both instances: exams and continual assessment. In most subjects, a talent for essay-writing is essential to achieve high grades. Candidates who fall down in this aspect of their work will do harm to their own chances of achieving the higher grades. It is as important as that, not some optional extra you can add onto your knowledge of a subject. Essay-writing skills are an essential component of being a successful student at all levels.
 
         My belief is that the basic essay-writing skills are not that difficult to acquire. The reason why so many students fail to acquire these skills is that not enough attention has been paid to teaching them. It is inevitable that schools, colleges and universities spend most of their time teaching the core subject-matter of a course, but hardly any time in advising students how to put their ideas down on paper in the form of an essay. Yet, these skills are neither obscure nor too complex for the average student to learn. This book will show you a method of essay-writing in several simple steps and will provide sample essays. Once you have learned this method, you should be in a much stronger position to face up to the demands of essay-writing in your various courses and across the subject range.
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            PLANNING YOUR ESSAY
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         Why should you make a plan for your essays? Why ‘waste time’ doing that when you are in a pressured examination situation or pushed to produce a coursework assignment?
 
         Answer: Because it will pay off in the long run in terms of the relevance, organisation and clarity of your essay.
 
         Think about occasions when in everyday conversation you are asked your opinion about something or about how to do something. Isn’t your answer more likely to be well-received when you give the matter some thought before you jump in with both feet?
 
         It is the same with essays, whether they are for coursework assignments or timed answers in classroom or examination situations. A little prior thought which is transformed into brief notes will pay dividends.
 
         WHAT ARE YOU BEING ASKED TO DO?
 
         Whatever the form of the assignment you are given, you have to focus on the specific task you are being asked to perform: not what you would like the task or subject to be, but the actual task the question is asking you to perform. Forget the fact that you know a great deal about particular aspects of a subject and focus your energies on answering on the exact topic you have been asked about. You don’t make up the assignments you are set, your examiners do! So give them what they want, not the answer you would like to write, but the answer you’ve been asked to write.
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
            

         
 
         That means reading the words of the question or the assignment with great care. Remember, give the examiners what they want, a response to the task they have set. Many a student has come a cropper by misreading the assignment or question and banging down almost all they know about a subject, regardless of whether it is relevant or not. Your essay may be absolutely brilliant in its own way, but if it’s not an essay written in answer to the set task, then you can kiss a good grade goodbye.
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            Answer the specific question that is set, not some other question that you might like to be answering. Relevance is all!

         
 
         EXAMPLES
         
 
              
            	Consider this literature question.
 
         
 
         
            Why does Shakespeare’s Hamlet delay carrying out his revenge for the murder of his father?
            

         
 
         What are you being asked to do here?
 
         To help you decide that, a useful approach is to underline three or four key words from the question. Why? Because that will focus your thinking on the approach you need to take and concentrate your mind on giving the examiners what they want.
 
         Why does Shakespeare’s Hamlet delay carrying out his revenge for the murder of his father?
         
 
         Consider the words that have been underlined from the question. Underlining ‘Why’ reminds you are being asked for an explanation of Hamlet’s motives.
 
         Underlining ‘Hamlet’ reminds you it is Hamlet’s motives for his behaviour that are relevant, not the motives of some other character.
         
 
         Underlining ‘delay’ reminds you the question is about the reasons for his delay in carrying out the revenge.
 
         Underlining ‘revenge’ focuses on the subject of the task that Hamlet has been given.
 
              
            	Consider this history assignment.
 
         
 
         
            What were the origins of the First World War?
            

         
 
         What are you being asked to do here? What is your task? How can you give the examiners an answer in essay form that the examiners want? To help you decide, underline key words from the question.
 
         What were the origins of the First World War?
         
 
         By underlining ‘origins’ and ‘First World War’, you have focused your thinking on the events that led to the outbreak of the war, not some other aspect of the war or the course of the war itself. You may know an enormous amount about the First World War as a whole, but the only relevant information you need to answer this question are the reasons for the outbreak of the war. Don’t show off the breadth of your knowledge just for the sake of it. Pick and choose well. Sift through the knowledge you have and apply it in a relevant manner to the assignment.
 
         
         
 
              
            	Consider this Media Studies question.
 
         
 
         
            Should the government intervene to prevent different media (newspapers, magazines, television and radio channels) from being owned and controlled by a few media moguls?
            

         
 
         Consider what you are being asked to do here. What are the key areas you would need to focus on? Would these underlined words help you to focus on the task that has been set?
 
         Should the government intervene to prevent different media (newspapers, magazines, television and radio channels) from being largely owned and controlled by a few media moguls?
         
 
         More words have been underlined than in the two examples above because it is a longer and more complex question. The words ‘government intervene’ have been underlined to focus on who or what should be or should not be intervening. The words ‘different media’ emphasises that you are being asked to consider several forms of media. The words ‘owned and controlled’ reminds you the question is about who holds the power in the media, and ‘few media moguls’ tells you to deal with the question of media power residing in the hands of a few people.
 
         By underlining these key words, you should have focused your thoughts on the specific question you have been asked to discuss.
 
         Whether it be a coursework assignment or a question in a examination paper, the best way to focus your thinking at the start is by underlining the key words of the question or assignment.
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            Having read the question or assignment, always underline the key words that will focus your thoughts on answering the assigment appropriately and relevantly.

         
 
         PRACTICE
         
 
         
            1. In the following assignments or questions, underline the key words that would help you focus on what exactly you are being asked to do.
 
            
               a) Argue the case for or against the banning of smoking in all public places.
               
 
               b) Which is your favourite character from the set books you have read? Give your reasons for your choice and an analysis of how the character is represented by the author.
               
 
               c) How did the Vietnam War expose some of the rifts in American society of the 1960s and 70s?
               
 
               d) What does the term ‘post-feminism’ mean and do you agree or disagree that we are now living in a ‘post-feminist era’?
               

            
 
            2. Look at some examination papers in different subject areas and consider the questions. Underline the key words that would have helped you answer them.

         
 
         
         
 
         MAKING A PLAN
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         Essays must have a planned structure. This is important for you, the writer of the essay. If you have a clear structure in your own mind, then it will be easier for you to organise your content and present it in a way that will represent your knowledge of the topic in the best possible light.
 
         However, it is equally important for the reader of your essay. This will be the teacher or examiner(s) who will have to read your essay. It is essential that you make things as easy and understandable for them as possible. If you don’t have the assessors on your side because you have made things difficult for them by your lack of essay organisation, focus, clarity and continuity, then it is highly likely they will down-grade your essays. Meet the assessors more than halfway. Make their job easy for them. Impress them with your essay structure and your methodical way of setting about the set assignments.
 
         Any essay has to have an overall structure and make sense as a whole. However, for the purpose of instilling a structured approach to essay-writing, it is useful to think of an essay as consisting of three main sections:
 
         
            1. the opening paragraph
 
            2. the development or body of the essay
 
            3. the conclusion.

         
 
         As you would expect, the second section, the development or body of the essay, will be by far the longest of the three. However, the opening and conclusion of the essay are equally important if you are to impress your assessor. Without this basic shape to your essay, your reader will query whether you have supplied a coherent response to the set task.
 
         From now on, approach your essays with this structure in mind: an essay must have a definite opening, a considered development and an emphatic conclusion. All three sections have to be integral to the whole and be linked, but for the purpose of inculcating good practice, think in terms of essays with three parts to them. The body of the essay will be much the longer section of the three, but this main section must be preceded by an opening section and succeeded by a closing section.
         
 
         PLANNING AND WRITING COURSEWORK ASSIGNMENTS
         
 
         Clearly, you have much more time to make a plan for an essay answer when you are writing it for a coursework assignment than when you are in an examination or timed essay situation. As you have time at your disposal, it would be silly not to use it to create a structure for your essay in the form of notes and a step-by-step sequence.
 
         There are various ways of how to do this: the important thing is for you to find a way that suits you. Having read the wording of the assignment carefully and underlined the key words, as advised in Golden Rule 2, you can now move to the next stage: making brief notes that will help you write your essay using relevant facts and analysis in a coherent structured manner. Begin by jotting down brief phrases that come to mind that seem relevant to answering the assignment.
 
         Once you have done that preliminary work and you have chosen what is relevant to the assignment, you should then make a plan of how best to employ the notes to create a structured essay. To do this you need to work out a paragraph structure for your essay:
 
         
            1. introduction: opening paragraph(s)
 
            2. first paragraph of the development or ‘body’ of the essay
 
            3. a linked continuation of this development
            
  
            4. further paragraphs as required
 
            5. conclusion: a concluding paragraph.

         
 
         The overall objective is to impress your reader (the person who is going to assess your work) that you have written a relevant, coherent and well-structured essay that answers the question that has been set.
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            In writing coursework assignment essays, it will pay to make a detailed plan before you start putting it down on paper.

         
 
         EXAMINATIONS
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         In examination situations, where you are working against the clock and you have several questions to answer, you do not have the same time at your disposal to make such a detailed plan. However, despite the urgency that inevitably is part-and-parcel of any examination situation, it will be profitable to spend a few minutes making an essay plan, rather than plunging straight into writing your answers. Remember, in examinations, it is not how much you write, but the quality of what you write that will bring high grades. ‘How much did you write on question 3?’ is a very common enquiry of students to one another after the examination has ended. The implication of this question is that the longer your answer and the more pages of the answer book you have filled, the better you will have performed. That is decidedly not the case. An examination is not a competition among students to see who can slap down as many words as possible. There is absolutely no point in filling up booklet after booklet with answers that are not relevant or structured. As a former examiner, it was occasionally my sad duty to put a line through page after page of essay answers because they were totally irrelevant to the question.
         
 
         Length of answer, then, is not the be-all and end-all. It is as well to remember that in any examination, you will normally only be able to use a fraction of what you know about any given subject. You have to reconcile yourself to that fact and decide what is most relevant to the assigned task from your body of knowledge about a given topic. Making brief notes before attempting an essay answer will help you to decide what is relevant from your overall well of knowledge and what is not.
 
         When you have read the question and underlined the key words to focus your thoughts on what it is you are being asked to do, make brief notes in the form of words and phrases to help you focus further. These can be fairly random. Then take these notes and put them in the order you want to deal with them.
 
         Now you have a structured approach to your examination essay. How long should you spend on this planning? My advice is not longer than five to seven minutes if the time allotted to writing the essay is an hour or less. You can get carried away making so many notes that you deprive yourself of vital time in writing the actual essay answer.
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            Allow time within an examination situation to make a brief structured plan for each of the essay answers you attempt.

         
 
         
         
 
         PRACTICE
         
 
         
            1. Look at some examination papers. Choose the questions you would have felt confident in answering and make a brief plan for your answers, bearing in mind the restricted time at your disposal.
 
            2. Take some coursework assignments and make detailed plans of how you would write a relevant, coherent and well-structured response to the set task.
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            THE OPENING PARAGRAPH
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         What do you write in the first paragraph of your essay? We have all experienced that hollow feeling of looking at the blank page and wondering how on earth to start. Even professional writers such as journalists and novelists frequently blanche at the thought of filling in those blank pages with words. ‘How do I begin to write this thing?’ they think to themselves.
 
         Think about times when you pick up a book in a bookshop or library and start reading the first page. The first impression you get from the opening paragraph might determine whether you go on reading it or not. All authors, however famous or experienced, give careful thought to the openings of their books. After all, they have to grab the attention of their potential readers. The first paragraph they have written might turn a browser in a bookshop into a buyer. If potential buyers like the first paragraph and it holds their attention, it is much more likely that they will make their way to the cash desk and buy the book.
 
         You have the same need to grab the attention of your readers as these authors. The difference is the people who assess your work won’t have a choice about whether or not to continue reading your essay. They are paid to do so. However, your first paragraph is bound to make an impression on them and will affect their view of the overall essay. Therefore, it is very important that their first impression of your essay is favourable. You don’t want to have a reluctant assessor marking your work, someone who is really struggling to get through it. Therefore, it is worthwhile spending some time on improving the openings to your essays. Aim to make a good impression on your assessor with your opening paragraph.
         
 
         ‘WAFFLE’
 
         It is essential to avoid writing ‘waffle’ in your opening paragraph.
 
         What is ‘waffle’? It is when a student attempts to hide that they have nothing much to say about a subject by making generalised, empty statements that could apply to a whole range of topics, but which manage to say nothing relevant in answer to the question.
 
              
            	Consider this opening to an essay:
 
         
 
         
            This is a very important issue and there are many different approaches that can be taken in regard to it. Many experts have considered this matter, but no one has come up with proven solutions. There are arguments for and against and many people feel very strongly about it.
            

         
 
         What is wrong with this paragraph as an opening? Just about everything! It manages to say nothing, is far too general and non-specific, and the main purpose seems to be to fill up space and get that ‘awkward’ opening paragraph out of the way. In fact, it is not worth writing and is bound to make a bad impression. It is pure ‘waffle’. The ‘issue’ is not even mentioned, neither are the ‘different approaches’ that can be taken, and none of the arguments for and against. It says nothing in 45 words! There is nothing specific in this opening paragraph, just generalised verbiage! It could be the ‘waffly’ opening to any essay on any topic.
         
 
              
            	Here is another example of an opening paragraph that is pure waffle:
 
         
 
         
            This question has perplexed historians down through the years. The historical circumstances are complex and the arguments and counter-arguments confusing. It is difficult to make a judgement about the main issues. All that can be done is to weigh up the historical evidence and try to come to a conclusion.
            

         
 
         This opening paragraph is not much better than the other example. It is all very generalised and non-specific. You would have no idea what the assignment was by reading this paragraph, other than it has to do with history. It is just filling space in an essay answer book! It says nothing! It is pure waffle and examiners will detect it immediately. So avoid waffle at all costs.
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            Avoid ‘waffling’ in your opening paragraph!
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         Thus, if you are to avoid waffle in your opening paragraph, what must you do instead? Well, you have to start dealing with the topic of the question or assignment from the very first sentence. Whether it is for a coursework assignment or in a timed examination, your essay has restrictions on length. Address the topic from the first sentence on, but don’t try to pack everything into this first paragraph. You have the body of your essay in which to examine or discuss in detail, but you have to be ‘on the ball’ from the first sentence of your essay. Don’t waste the time of your assessor by trying to ease your way into the essay. Say something specific in the very first sentence and continue that for the rest of the paragraph.
         
 
         Consider this question on ‘Great Expectations’ by Charles Dickens:
 
         
            ‘In “Great Expectations”, Pip has to regain his moral values after losing them along the way.’ Discuss this analysis of the novel.
            

         
 
         The key words that you might underline in this question are ‘Pip’, ‘regain his values’ and ‘losing them’. This will focus your thoughts on the need to deal with Pip’s development as a character and involve you in considering what exactly is meant by his ‘values’, how he lost them and how he regained them.
 
         How can you address the question right from the first sentence of your essay and grab the attention of your readers and convince them that you are answering the question as set? A useful starter is to use some of the key words from the question in your opening sentence:
 
         
            Pip’s values of kindness, industry, lack of pride and common humanity that he learnt from his childhood at the forge, through the influence of Joe and Biddy, are gradually lost by him when he comes into his ‘great expectations’, leaves for London and enters the society world he aspires to.
            

         
 
         This first sentence mentions Pip, his values (four specific examples) and where and why he lost them, thus signalling to your reader that you are dealing with the topic as set by the assessor from the very outset of your essay. This opening sentence is not waffle, but is relevant and detailed. It doesn’t just make some airy comments that could apply to any other novel. It is relevant to the book in question: ‘Great Expectations’. It addresses the theme of the assignment. It is specific without going into too much detail at this early stage of your essay. However, it indicates to your reader some of the ground that you will deal with in more detail in the body of the essay.
 
         Thus, to get off to a start that will reassure and impress the examiner, it is essential to get off to a positive opening and engage with the topic from the very first sentence.
         
 
         THE LENGTH OF THE OPENING PARAGRAPH
 
         As a general rule, you should aim to write an opening paragraph of four or five sentences. Your task in writing the opening paragraph of all your essays is to start responding immediately to the topic of the essay and to indicate in this opening paragraph what approach you are going to take in the remainder of the essay. You do not attempt to write an answer to the assignment in the opening paragraph. However, you do tell your reader/assessor what you are going to do and then in the body of the essay be as good as your word, before rounding your essay off with a conclusion.
 
         Let us continue with the opening paragraph on ‘Great Expectations’:
 
         
            The false values of Miss Havisham and Estella lead Pip into superficiality and snobbery, and a rejection of Joe and the honest, simple values the blacksmith stands for. It is his realisation that it is the convict he had rescued all those years ago on the marshes and not Miss Havisham who is his benefactor that brings him face to face with what kind of man he has become in London. His moral journey is complete when he faces up to his responsibility for Magwitch and regains his moral values.
            

         
 
         These are clear statements about how the character of Pip develops through the novel and the opening paragraph also indicates to the reader what areas you are going to have to cover in the body of the essay to justify in detail what you have stated. It is specific in mentioning the ‘false values’ of Miss Havisham and Estella and the counter-values of Joe. It also mentions specifically the convict, Magwitch, and uses the phrase ‘his moral values’ which echoes the wording of the question.
         
 
         This opening paragraph clearly maps out how you are going to answer the question in the body of the essay. Your responsibility to your reader is to follow through on what you have promised to do: analyse in the development or body of the essay Pip’s moral journey in detail with close references to the text of the novel.
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