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"QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

This section focuses on your own analytical writing on the text, and gives
you strategies for producing high-quality responses in your coursework
and exam essays.

Essay writing — an overview

An essay on a literary work is a formal and serious piece of writing
that presents your point of view on the text, usually in response to a
given topic. Your ‘point of view’ in an essay is your interpretation of
the meaning of the text’s language, structure, characters, situations and
events, supported by detailed analysis of textual evidence.

Analyse — don't summarise
In your essays it is important to avoid simply summarising what happens
in a text.

* A summary is a description or paraphrase {retelling in different
words) of the characters and events. For example: ‘Macbeth has a
horrifying vision of a dagger dripping with blood before he goes to
murder King Duncan.’

* An analysis is an explanation of the real meaning or significance that
lies ‘beneath’ the text’s words (and images, for a film). For example:
‘Macbeth’s vision of a bloody dagger shows how deeply uneasy he
is about the viclent act he is contemplating — as well as his sense
that supernatural forces are impelling him to act’

A limited amount of summary is sometimes necessary to let your reader
know which part of the text you wish to discuss. Mowever, always keep
this to & minimum and follow it immediately with your analysis of what
this part of the text is really telling us.

Plan your essay

Carefully plan your essay so that you have a clear idea of what you are
going to say. The plan ensures that your ideas flow logically, that your
argument remains consistent and that you stay on the topic. An essay
plan should be a list of brief dot points — no more than half a page.
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» Include your central argument ar main contention - a concise
statement (usually in a single sentence) of your overall response to
the topic. See ‘Analysing a sample topic’ for guidelines on how to

formulate a main contention.

s Write three or four dot points for each paragraph indicating the main
idea and evidence/examples from the text. Note that in your essay
you will need to expand on these points and analyse the evidence.

Structure your essay

An essay is a complete, self-contained piece of writing. It has a clear
beginning (the introduction), middle (several body paragraphs) and end ~
(the last paragraph or conclusion). It must also have a central argument
that runs throughout, linking each paragraph to form a coherent whole.

See examples of introductions and conclusions in the ‘Analysing a
sample topic’ and ‘Sample answer’ sections.

The introduction establishes your overall response to the topic. It
includes your main contention and outlines the main evidence you will
refer to in the course of the essay. Write your introduction after you have
done a plan and before you write the rest of the essay.

The body paragraphs argue your case — they present evidence from
the text and explain how this evidence supports your argument. Each
body paragraph needs:
= a strong topic sentence {usually the first sentence} that states the

main point being made in the paragraph
= evidence from the text, including some brief quotations

= analysis of the textual evidence explaining its significance and
explanation of how it supports your argument

¢ links back to the topic in one or more statements, usually towards
the end of the paragraph.

Connect the body paragraphs so that your discussion flows smoothly.
Use some linking words and phrases like “similarly’ and ‘on the other
hand’, though don't start every paragraph like this. Another strategy is to
use a significant word from the last sentence of one paragraph in the first

sentence of the next,
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Use key terms from the topic — or synenyms far them — throughout, so
the relevance of your discussion to the topic is always clear.

The conclusion ties everything together and finishes the essay. It
includes strong statements that emphasise your central argument and

provide a clear response to the topic.

Avoid simply restating the points made earlier in the essay — this will
end on a very flat note and imply that you have run out of ideas and
vocabulary. The conclusion is meant to be a logical extension of what
you have written, not just a repetition or summary. Writing an effective
conclusion can be a challenge. Try using these tips:

s Start by linking back to the final sentence of the second-last
paragraph — this helps your writing to ‘flow’, rather than leaping
back to your main contention straight away.

* Use synonyms and expressions with equivalent meanings to vary
your vocabulary. This allows you to reinforce your line of argument
without being repetitive.

= When planning your essay, think of one or two broad statements
or observations about the text’s wider meaning. These should be
related to the topic and your overall argument. Keep them for the
conclusion, since they will give you something ‘new’ to say but
still follow logically from your discussion. The introduction will be
focused on the topic, but the conclusion can present a wider view of
the text,

tssay topics

1 “Itis better to protect ourselves with a lie than to be damaged by the
truth” How do jack’s experiences in This Boy’ Life iHlustrate this?

2 How does This Boy’s Life demonstrate the importance of rites of
passage?
Who has the greater influence on Jack: his friends or his family?

4 Jack is both repelled by and attracted to violence. What role does
vialence play in Wolff's Memoir?



