	
	
	


MA Applied linguistics/TESOL IN-SESSIONAL COURSE in ENGLISH for ACADEMIC PURPOSES
INTRODUCTION TO WRITING AN ESSAY
PART 1 – BASIC ESSAY STRUCTURE
During your MA course you will be expected to write essays and they will form an important part of your assessment, both for course work and exams.  Therefore, it is important to have a good understanding of basic essay structure.

An essay is a piece of writing which consists of a number of paragraphs organised into specific sections:
The Introduction consists of two parts: a few general statements about your subject and a thesis statement to outline the plan and structure of your essay. The thesis statement of an essay is similar to a topic sentence for a paragraph: it specifies the topic, the sub-divisions of the topic and how the topic will be approached. 


The Body of the essay consists of several paragraphs, each of which develops a subdivision of your topic, with supporting examples and/or quotations from published sources. Each sub-division may be given a title and a section number.

The Conclusion in an essay, like the concluding sentence in a paragraph, is a summary or review of the main points discussed in the body of the essay, but there should also be one or more concluding comments in which the writer makes her/his position clear. 

Thus, a summary of the contents of a standard paragraph might be: 
Paragraph
- main idea 
 

- supporting example/detail 
 

- contrasting example/point of view - further detail 
 

- concluding sentence 
Similarly, a summary of the contents of an essay might be:

Essay 

- introductory paragraph 
 

- body (supporting examples and detail) 
 

- conclusion 
On the following page, there is a diagram which shows this structure and also shows that the body of the essay is the longest part of the essay. This central section can contain as many paragraphs as the writer feels necessary to support the controlling ideas of the thesis statement.

A diagram to show basic essay structure

From: Oshima, A and Hogue, A. (1998) Writing Academic English, (3rd edition), Harlow: Addison Wesley
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PART 2 - THE USE OF PARAGRAPHS
The ability to write clear, coherent and cohesive paragraphs is a writing skill which is fundamental to all academic writing. Each paragraph will have a single theme or topic and will normally have one complete statement around which the paragraph is organised. A paragraph may be seen, therefore as a micro-text, complete in itself, although it also forms part of a macro-text - the assignment, paper, dissertation or thesis. In order to produce successful paragraphs, the writer will need to be familiar with linguistic devices to announce:

sequencing 

- indicating where you are and where you are going 

     


eg 
There are three reasons for this.

First,.../ First of all,.../To begin with,...; Secondly,… Next,…; Lastly,…../ Finally,….

referencing 

- avoiding ambiguity in identifying referents where pronouns such 



as it or this are concerned
linking 

- joining ideas or sentences logically in order to: 

     add        

eg  Moreover,../ Furthermore,./In addition
     equate 

eg  Similarly,../In the same way,..

     proceed    

eg  Turning to .../As far as X is  concerned
     oppose     

eg  In contrast,.../On the other hand,.../ Conversely,.../ However....

     exemplify  

eg  For example,.../For instance,...

     illustrate 

eg  This can be seen from.../The case of   X...gives some credence 


     

 to this theory since.....
     quote      

eg  As Jones (1984:34) states/suggests/remarks,"................." 


     restate    

eg In other words,../To put it more 
simply,..

     concede    

eg However,..../Nevertheless,..../All the  same, .....

     generalise/ 

eg It follows, therefore,.../ It may thus be deduced,.../If this is   
          
     hypothesise 
     true, then...
     comment    

eg Frankly,.. / Quite rightly,.. / Understandably,..... / Interestingly…   

     summarise  

eg All in all,.. ./ To sum up,.../ In summary,..

     conclude    

eg In conclusion,. ./On balance...

PART 3 - AREAS OF IMPORTANCE IN WRITING ESSAYS

a) Content
The set question must be addressed fully; a detailed understanding of the topic must be shown; a detailed knowledge of the relevant subject as it applies to the question should be demonstrated; and evidence of original thought should be clear – do not simply use the ideas of others.

NB Always acknowledge the source when quoting the work of others. Failure to do so -  plagiarism - will be  penalised.

b) Coherence

A clear and well-developed argument, with supporting information and references for the sources used to make points.  

c) Cohesion

Clarity of structure and logical linking of idea.
d) Writing style
An appropriate academic style, displaying a variety of sentence types, well-chosen connectors and appropriate vocabulary.
e) Accuracy

Accuracy of information, but also – importantly – accuracy in spelling and use of grammar 

f) Presentation (Observation of the conventions of academic writing)

Essays / assignments should be well-presented and submitted with a cover sheet on which all details required have been completed. Follow the MA handbook protocol in both your in-text references and when preparing your list of references. 

PART 4 – CRITICAL ESSAY WRITING SKILLS

(From http://www.bized.co.uk/reference/studyskills/essay.htm)
An understanding of basic essay writing techniques is essential; however, it will not be enough to gain a high grade.  As the essay paper has evolved it has become more demanding with much more emphasis on posing questions which allow students to display the higher order or ‘critical thinking’ skills. Professor Roy Wilkinson of Sheffield University has identified a pyramid of skills which good essays should possess.
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1. The pyramid of skills: the bottom two layers are 'Lower-order skills', while the top four layers are 'Higher-order skills', often referred to as ‘critical thinking skills’.

NB: As there is now less emphasis on testing the lower order skills this means that it is not possible for students to do well in essay writing by restricting themselves to the simple facts which they have been taught
2. Command words in essay titles

Many students under-perform because they fail to interpret the key words of an essay title. Below is a glossary of some of the most frequently used command words with suggestions for interpretation:

'Account for ...'
Explain how a particular event or situation came about i.e. 'Which factors would have led to...'

'Analyse ...'
Break down an argument or information into component parts and identify ways in which these parts are related. Always recognise the underlying assumptions. 
eg 'Analyse the extent to which ...'   

Show judgement over the relevant importance of different arguments or events
‘Argue …’
Argument requires taking a position in favour of or in opposition to an issue. State your position and support it. Explain what should be done about a problem. Be sure to indicate that you understand the opposing viewpoint(s). (Argumentation is stronger than a response.)

'Assess ...’
Make some kind of judgement on the relative importance of a particular aspect of the topic, discussing the influence of other factors or events that influence it.

'Compare ...'
Describe two or more situations and show the differences and similarities between them.

'Criticise ...'
Present a view on a particular argument / point of view / theory, based on the evidence available.

'Define ...'
A simple statement is not enough. Use appropriate examples or formulae to illustrate and elaborate on your precise definition of a concept.

'Describe ...'
Usually more than a mere description is expected, instead a critical review of some particular set of circumstances or events is also expected.

'Discuss ...'
Consider the arguments for and against the issue raised in the question.

'Distinguish ...'
Students need to show that they understand the differences between two (probably frequently confused) concepts. Similarities and differences need to be discussed and illustrated in distinguishing between the two concepts.

'Evaluate ...'
Make reasoned judgements about the validity of a particular argument or statement, presenting evidence and reasoned argument of all relevant issues involved.

'Examine ...'
Students need to unravel the events that led to a particular set of circumstances or the validity of the reasoning that underlies a particular point of view. Stress the relative importance of the different arguments and their relevance to the basic issue under consideration.

'Explain ...'
Interpret the meaning of a particular concept with an example to illustrate understanding.

'Outline ...'
Only a brief description is required. Usually there are follow up parts to this question.

 eg 'To what extent ...'
This implies there is no definite answer to the question posed. Present both sides of the argument and exercise judgement by stressing the strength of some arguments over others. 
‘Summarize …’
In a summary, restate what the author’s major points are in your own words. Do not add your own main points or opinions in a summary; also, do not judge or evaluate the author’s main points. A summary is a short report, not a critique (The critique will probably come later in your essay/assignment).
3. How to improve your technique: some general principles
Adapted from: http://www.bized.co.uk/reference/studyskills/essay.htm (Accessed 08/2009)

· Essays need a structure 

· write a simple plan 

· make sure you know where the essay is going before you start writing, i.e.        know what your  conclusion is likely to be.

· Essays must be a response to a specific title 

· avoid writing everything you know on a given topic, irrelevant material gains no 
marks 

· respond to the command words in the question 
· Do not forget the essay title 

· refer back to the question at appropriate points to ensure that you include 

everything required by the lecturer who set the essay.
· every paragraph should deal with some aspect of the question set.

· Avoid one-sided essays 

· usually the only questions that assessors will set are ones which can 
provoke 
differing viewpoints 

· always consider what your argument are based upon, i.e. what factors or 
assumptions are inherent in your argument 
· Demonstrate your depth of knowledge 

· analyse the question with care to show your understanding of the subject content 

· avoid paragraphs of textbook description 

· use only appropriate graphs which must be accurate 

· use topical examples to support your points 

· make reference to the writing of others as appropriate and acknowledge  your

source each time you do so 
· Remember the higher order skills of analysis and evaluation 

· break down the material in a way that helps reveal the issues involved 

· use relevant concepts to explore causes and effects 

· examine arguments critically 

· state which arguments you believe to be the most important and why 
· Finally….
· use appropriate terminology 

· avoid colloquial or informal English e.g. 'The firm will go bust...' 

· be concise and relevant 

· in exams always leave enough time to write a conclusion

4. The essay plan - a suggested model

Adapted from: http://www.bized.co.uk/reference/studyskills/essay.htm (Accessed 08/2009)
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