

[image: image]




Essay to Write?




 


Practical books that Inspire


Critical Thinking for Students


Learn the skills of critical assessment and effective argument


Writing an Assignment


Effective ways to improve your research and presentation skills


Exams are Easy When You Know How


Guarantee exam success with the right attitude, thinking and technique


Read Faster, Recall More


Use proven techniques for speed reading and maximum recall


 


 


 


[image: image]


Please send for a free copy of the latest catalogue to:


How To Books


3 Newtec Place, Magdalen Road,


Oxford OX4 1RE, United Kingdom




Essay to


Write?


Second Edition


BRENDAN HENNESSY


[image: image]




 


 


 


First published as Writing Successful Essays


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd


55-56 Russell Square


London WC1B 4HP


www.constablerobinson.com


© Copyright 2002 Brendan Hennessy


First edition, 2000


Second, revised and expanded edition, 2002


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Edited by Diana Brueton


Cover design by Baseline Arts Ltd., Oxford


Produced for How To Books by Deer Park Productions


Typeset by Anneset, Weston-super-Mare, Somerset


Printed and bound by Bell & Bain, Glasgow


All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or stored in an information retrieval System (other than for purposes of review), without the express permission of the publisher in writing.


NOTE: The material contained in this book is set out in good faith for general guidance and no liability can be accepted for loss or expense incurred as a result of relying in particular circumstances on statements made in the book. Laws and regulations are complex and liable to change, and readers should check the current position with the relevant authorities before making personal arrangements.


eISBN: 9781848037779


Cover by Baseline Arts, Oxford




  Preface  


Since the essential guidance for essay writing doesn’t change from one level to another, I believe this book will benefit students from age 14 to MA level, with A-level the average pitch of the text. I have very much kept in mind the needs of mature students who have returned to formal studies after a period away from them, and students from overseas. Anyone in working life, who has to produce pieces of writing (from advertisements to business reports) that require basic planning and writing-up skills, should also find the book useful.


Essay writing can become a chore if you plunge in without clear objectives. It can become a joy, however, if you know how to select a topic that will keep you enthused, prepare well and master the other basic skills. Practise what this book proposes, and you will find increasing satisfaction with your essays, and the motivation to improve with each one.


Students’ strategies for essay writing vary according to temperament and according to the subject. This book helps you to develop your own strategy. Find out what works for you and adapt the guidance to your own requirements.


A note on style. ‘Quote’ is used for extracts from speeches or ordinary texts, ‘quotations’ for classic literary quotes. I am indebted to the following organisations for permission to reproduce essay titles: ULEAC (University of London Examinations and Assessment Council), the Open University, Oxford Delegacy of Local Examinations and the Southern Examining Group.


Brendan Hennessy




  Chapter 1  


Embracing Your Topic


Commit yourself wholeheartedly to
producing what the topic requires.


It is worth giving time to:


♦  understanding what the topic requires


♦  getting the question clear


♦  interpreting key terms and instructions


♦  paraphrasing the topic


♦  choosing the topic to live with


Assuming you have a choice, the above considerations add up to giving the topics offered sufficient thought before deciding which to take on. If you choose one that for one reason or another doesn’t suit you, you may be creating difficulties from the start. You may find yourself struggling with all the other stages in writing an essay covered in this book, because your heart won’t be in it.


Even if only one topic is offered, plunging in without working out exactly what is wanted is dangerous: you will be tempted to concentrate on the aspect of the subject that immediately appeals to you rather than on what you are expected to concentrate on.


Choose the topic that you feel you can do justice to. That means not simply which topic you like most, or which topic you feel you know most about. Ask yourself if you are tempted to choose such topics because you feel you know most of the answers already or because you feel it will be easier to write about. Another topic might induce you to collect information more diligently. The result might be a more original essay that would satisfy better a tutor’s or exam board’s expectations.



Case study


I’m trying to get started on an essay entitled ‘ “The story is the tragedy of Okonkwo”. In what ways do you find Things That Fall Apart a tragic novel?’


What does the phrase ‘in what ways’ mean? I mean it’s one tragedy after another. Oknonkwo is a great man in his Ibo tribe in Nigeria. He has many great qualities but he’s rooted in the past and doesn’t agree with the way the tribe’s culture is changing. This causes him several misfortunes, even before the white colonists arrive from the West. Then the tribe’s way of life is changed and the society splits apart and Christianity brings hatred and turmoil as the society is conquered. Okonkwo is too rigid to change and the only solution for him is to commit suicide. This book is not a barrel of laughs.


To get back to my tragedy, I’ve got pages and pages of notes and I’m only up to chapter 4. I seem to be rewriting the whole book. I mean, there are so many sad things happening, with Okonwo slapping his wives and children all over the place.



Understanding what the topic requires


The question on Things Fall Apart is apparently quite straightforward. But even the simplest question needs to be interpreted. The student faced with this essay hasn’t appreciated that in what ways means give examples of the key events and developments in the novel which add up to a tragedy, and it also means explain the significance of the key events and developments. The length of essay asked for dictates the number of events and developments you will make a note of.




The most common fault in essays is failure to answer the question. Read through the topics and be clear about their requirements before making a choice.





Note from the wording of the topic that two tragedies are implied: the personal tragedy of Okonkwo and the tragedy of his society covered by the novel. This is reflected in the title, a quotation from W.B. Yeats’s poem The Second Coming, about a society torn apart by war. The next few lines summarise Chinua Achebe’s novel vividly and would be worth quoting:


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


The ceremony of innocence is drowned.


The student should be noting only the key aspects of character (with his beliefs and flaws) that prevent Okonkwo from changing, from living in the new world being created, and the key aspects (and beliefs) of a society whose ‘innocence’ is unequal to the new forces of disruption. He is proud, obstinate and prone to eruptions of anger; and the main events are his murder of a boy, his accidental killing of a friend’s son, and his exile from his tribe.


Other topics, especially at GCSE level, are expressed as neat titles, without either instructional words or question. Supply instructional words when they are missing.
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