 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Teaching Essay Skills

Basic Teaching Concepts

   The methods mentioned here rely on a few basic teaching

concepts. These are:

1) The student must be motivated. They must understand why

they are to do this and they must feel they have an excellent

opportunity for success. Humour really helps lessen the

anxieties.

2) The initial experiences must be very positive and easy to

understand. Start by building on what the students already

know. Refer to their experiences and knowledge. Work up to

the full concept gradually.

3) Start with small practice assignments and build up

gradually. Check students for mastery at each stage before

moving on. Many students may need one-on-one remedial help

before moving to the next stage. Success only comes with

repeated good practice.

4) Writing skills development must be very explicit. Students

should realize they are learning skills. They should keep a

section of their notebook for skills development. Skills

methodologies should be taught as clearly as you teach

content.

5) The marking should be very clear and diagnostic. Students

should be able to see how each aspect of their work was

evaluated and where their strengths or weaknesses were. The

marking scheme should be explained, with examples, before the

assignments are given. Self evaluation or peer evaluation

using a diagnostic check list can also help.

6) Be prepared to deal with many individual needs. Students

have varying combinations of intellectual and academic

strengths and weaknesses. These are most effectively dealt

with one-on-one outside of class.

Prerequisites:

    Good essay writing requires concomitant abilities in

several areas including:

   - locating resources

   - note-taking for key content

   - distinguishing fact from opinion

   - understanding and assessing theoretical and abstract


ideas

   - critically assessing sources, detecting bias, flawed


arguments

   - preparing and revising logical arguments

   - writing clear descriptive sentences and paragraphs

   - critically revising written work, documenting sources,


proofreading

    Students should have experience dealing with each of

these skill requirements individually before moving on to

full essay writing. These skills and others are discussed in

the 1987 OS:IS History and Contemporary Studies documents

Most of these skills can be developed successfully in

Academic Level Grade Eleven students, but individual students

may be ready a year earlier or later. A skills pretest can

help determine whether a student is intellectually prepared

to write essays successfully.

FIRST LESSON:

a)  The first lesson should be very explicit. Students should

learn the reasons for doing essays, what skills they will

gain from mastering the essay, what is an essay, what are its

component parts, what are the key steps in preparing an essay.

All the references in this first lesson should come from the

students' experiences. Using a lot of humour can lessen

anxieties and make essay writing seem easy.

Some points to consider:

b)  Why do an essay?


Students always feel that doing essays is a form of torture. They seem like a lot of work. Often too, they do not understand what they are doing so the essay process is very frustrating. As well, students often see essays as mark destroyers because they do not understand how the marking is done. In all, essay writing is seen as a very negative experience.


This attitude should be attacked head on.  Writing a

good essay requires many skills - locating resources, taking

notes on key ideas and facts, assessing the quality,

importance, and reliability of sources, synthesizing

conflicting opinions, preparing logical arguments supported

by well organized facts, and presenting them in an

interesting, clear, and convincing manner. These are the

exact skills needed in many careers, especially at the

management or decision-making levels.  A businessperson

preparing a presentation or assessing a proposal uses these

exact skills.  Reporters, journalists, television documentary

producers use these skills. Anyone involved in law or

politics appreciates these skills. As well, the essay

structure remains as the primary way for academics in the

Social Sciences to communicate with their colleagues, whether

through lectures, scholarly articles in periodicals, or

theses and books.  Students must recognize that when they

master the skills an essay requires, they have mastered

valuable career skills.

c)  What is an essay? 


An essay is essentially two things. It is a thesis, it is an attempt by one person to convince others of a proposition, it is an attempt to prove a point. Secondly, it is a series of supporting facts and ideas organized into clear main arguments.

A proposition lacking supporting facts is mere sophistry. A set of facts with a clear argument is merely a report. An essay needs both.

d)  What are the main parts of an essay? 


An essay is essentially constructed like a hamburger. Consider this diagram:


Top Bun  ---------------> The introduction and a clear




      

statement of the thesis

 Filling ( mostly meat?) ----> The supporting evidence




      

organized into logical




      

arguments

   Bottom Bun ---------------> The summary, conclusion and




      

final comments. These must




      

agree with the thesis!

   Students always want to leave the explicit statement of

their thesis until the end, just like the detective thrillers

where the master sleuth explains who did it, and how and why,

in the final minutes of the show. They must break this habit.

Make it very clear to the students that the reader must learn

what you intend to prove in the first or second paragraph of

the essay.  Why make the reader try to guess what your opinion

is? Make it clear right at the start and eliminate the

confusion.  Just as in a business report; first you tell the

boss what your opinion is, then you support it with your

reasons. Do not make an impatient reader have to guess what

your final point is.

e)  Steps in Preparing an Essay:

1.  Picking a topic

2.  Doing some background reading to develop a provisional

    thesis and identifying some areas for research

3.  Finding potential sources. Determining which ones to make

    notes from.

4.  Note taking. Deciding what facts, ideas, or quotations to

    record. Keep track of where you got each fact so you can

    do your footnotes and bibliography properly.

5.  Organizing your research into main units for the essay.

    Deciding what your major arguments will be and which

    information goes with each main point.  Preparing a

    point form draft of the body of the essay.

6.  Critical analysis of your point form draft. Does the

    thesis need revision? Do you need to add, reorganize or

    edit some areas? Any weak points or missing arguments?

    Is additional research needed in some areas?

7.  Organizing your material into proper paragraphs and

    writing a second draft in proper English.

    A paragraph is also much like a hamburger:




        


Topic sentence explains


  Top Bun -------------->   
what the paragraph is about




        


and provides a link with the




        


preceding paragraph.

    Filling ( Meat ) -------->   
Provides the main evidence,




        


ideas, quotes. No filler !


Bottom Bun ------------->   
Wraps up and leads into the




        


next paragraph.

8.
Critical analysis of your draft.  Which areas require


strengthening, re-organization or editing. Are the


paragraphs well organized. Is the continuity between them


good? Is the writing style and syntax clear and


succinct. Have you avoided passive tenses, reversed


subject order, and excessive clauses. Do you only have


one main idea per sentence? Is your grammar and spelling


correct?

9.
Add a vivid and engaging introduction and a clear


statement of your thesis in the first paragraph(s).


Add a final summary that repeats the main arguments, and


shows how they tie together to prove your thesis. Any


final thoughts?

10.  Write a second full draft incorporating all the


improvements.

11.  Add the footnotes and bibliography. Have someone else


proofread your work. Do not do this yourself. You'll


read it too fast and you'll miss some of your spelling


mistakes.  Remember, you are judged by how well you


spell. First impressions are very important  so make


extra effort and get your spelling and grammar


corrected!

f)
Ways to make this process easy. 


Have the students prepare a fun sample essay on a topic such as - what's the best rock band in the world, or which is the best NHL team. Go through the steps of an essay with this simple thesis. 

SUBSEQUENT LESSONS

1.
Immediately after the introductory presentation assign a

first essay. Have the students prepare a one to two page

essay, with proper structure, but on a fun topic that does

not require any research. i.e. What is the best rock band in

the world? Which is the greatest NHL team of all time.

   Provide a very clear diagnostic marking sheet so the

students know which features you valued and where they have

gained or lost marks. Areas to be evaluated include:

Structure   - Interesting introduction?


         Clear statement of thesis?


         4 - 5 main arguments organized in clear


         paragraphs?


         Summary of the main points and a conclusion


         that ties all the points together?

Argument    - Was your argument logical?


         Any logical errors or gaps?


         How convincing was it?

Style       - Did you present your ideas clearly and


         directly?


         Was your work easy and interesting to read?


         Was the syntax straightforward?

Proofreading  Any grammatical or spelling errors?


         Was the presentation neat?

After the essays are returned be prepared to offer help

outside of class for students with specific identifiable

problems. i.e. failure to follow proper structure, poor

paragraphing, awkward phrasing or syntax etc.

2.  Assign a second essay on a topic on the course that can

be easily researched using just the text book. Ask for

footnotes where applicable. Use a similar marking scheme with

an additional mark for the quantity of their research.

After the essays are returned, be prepared to offer help

outside of class for specific problems. Check to see if the

students who experienced problems the first time have mastered

the skills.

3.  Work up to the major essay slowly. Have students spend a

period on Library research skills. Ask them to submit a short

annotated bibliography. Ask them to hand in a one page

outline or synopsis of their paper. Provide a very detailed

marking scheme based on the earlier, simpler ones.

After the essays are returned it may be appropriate to allow

one rewrite, or to do a post-mortem so students can identify

the strengths and weaknesses of their work.

DEVELOPING A FULL WRITING PROGRAM

   Essays and essay writing in one course should not exist

in vacuum. Ideally the students have had several years'

experience in the prerequisite skills before they are

introduced to formal essays. Many students can do good

descriptive reports or short logical opinion reports in Grades

Nine and Ten. Work on differentiating facts from opinion and

identifying major arguments and supporting points can start

at the same time. By Grade Eleven most Advanced Level

students should be able to handle a simple 1000 to 1500 word

essay on preset topics. These topics should be fairly

tangible and concrete. Large abstract themes may be too

difficult to handle.

    In the more Senior years the same formats can be used but

the material can become more abstract and theoretical.

Students must assume more responsibility for generating their

own topics. This can be incorporated into units on

brainstorming or extended thinking, where students develop a

thesis branching off from a theme discussed in class.

   Obviously, the students will benefit more if there is some

consistency in expectations and requirements from course to

course. Each department, or entire schools might create

common standards for essay structure, footnotes,

bibliographies, diagnostic marking schemes, etc.

FINAL COMMENTS

    It has been my experience that once students feel they

understand why they should do essays, how they should do

them, and how they will be marked, they lose much of their

anxiety and negativism. Students will actually appreciate the

time you spend teaching them how to write essays if they can

feel they are in control of their own achievement. If you

know what's expected of you, and you know exactly how you

will be evaluated, you start thinking in a positive way about

your work, especially if your teacher is there to offer help

when it's needed.  If the teacher approaches essay writing

with a positive attitude, some humour, and a clear, step-by-

step approach, the essay experience should be positive for

everyone. Students must recognize that when they master the skills an essay requires, they have mastered valuable career skills.

