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Part One
AN OVERIEW OF THE ESSAY

This part will discuss:
+ the general structure of an essay
+ the writing process
planning the essay
outlining the essay
drafting the essay
revising the essay
+ the principles of good essays
the thesis statement
the opening paragraph
the concluding paragraph



Unit One
GETTING A BASIC IDEA OF THE ESSAY

1. WHAT IS AN ESSAY?
What, exactly, is an essay? According to Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English,
an essay is a short piece of writing by a student as part of a course of study. It also means
a short piece of writing giving someone’s ideas about politics, society, etc. We may also
say that an essay is a number of paragraphs grouped together to state and support a con-
trolling idea called thesis. In an essay, the thesis is fully treated. The thesis statement
appears in the introductory paragraph and is then developed in the body (supporting para-
graphs, or middle paragraphs) that follows. Usually topic sentences and supporting evi-
dence are provided in the supporting paragraphs. Finally, the concluding paragraph re-

calls the introductory paragraph, and briefly summarizes the main points of the essay.

2. WHY WRITE ESSAYS?
Essays may have various forms, and contents in practical writing. A term paper will be,
in all aspects, quite different from a thoughtful magazine article. Nevertheless, they all
require the mastering of the basic essay structure. This writing skill first of all helps you
with your courses and your B. A. paper. In addition, after you leave college, this skill
will certainly be helpful in all career-related writing, from academic papers to reports of
analysis required by your boss in your future work, or any other forms of writing that
may be related to your work. Further, the material-sorting-and-organizing process of es-
say writing will train you to develop a habit of sound and logical reasoning, which will
definitely benefit you when you make sound decisions not only in school but also in your

career, no matter you have realized it or not.

3. THE BASIC STRUCTURE OF AN ESSAY
The following is a diagram of the components of an essay. It may serve as a guide when

you are writing an essay.

Introductory Paragraph

Introduction The introduction attracts the reader’s interest.
Thesis statement Then the thesis statement expresses the main point
Development plan to be advanced in the essay. The subsequent devel-
Supporting Points 1, 2, 3 opment plan lists all the points that support the

thesis. These points are presented in the order in

which they are to be discussed in the paper.




Middle Paragraphs
First Supporting Paragraph
Topic sentence (point 1)

Specific evidence

Second Supporting Paragraph
Topic sentence (point 2)

Specific evidence

Third Supporting Paragraph
Topic sentence (point 3)

Specific evidence

Concluding Paragraph
Summary, Conclusion,

or Both

The topic sentence advances the first supporting
point for the thesis, and the specific evidence in

the rest of the paragraph develops that first point.

The topic sentence advances the second supporting
point for the thesis, and the specific evidence in

the rest of paragraph develops that second point.

The topic sentence advances the third supporting
point for the thesis, and the specific evidence in the

rest of the paragraph develops that third point.

A summary is a brief restatement of the thesis and

its main points. A conclusion is a {inal thought or

two stemming from the subject of the essay.

A Sample Essay
Here is a sample essay that serves to illustrate all the components of an essay as listed in the
diagram and the relationship between them.

My Job in an Apple Plant

7 In the course of working my way through school, 1 have taken many jobs I
would rather forget. 1 have spent nine hours a day lifting heavy automobile and
truck batteries off the end of an assembly belt. I have risked the loss of eyes and
fingers working a punch press in a textile factory. I have served as a ward aide in a
mental hospital. helping care for brain-damaged men who would break into violent
fits at unexpected moments. But none of these jobs was as dreadful as my job in an
apple plant. The work was physically hard; the pay was poor; and. most of all.
the working conditions were dismal.

2 First of all, the job made enormous demands on my strengthfand energy. For
ten hours a night, 1 took cartons that rolled down a metal track and stacked them
onto wooden skids in a tractor-trailer. Each carton contained twelve heavy cans or
bottles of apple juice. A carton shot down the track about every fifteen seconds. 1
once figured out that I was lifting an avérage of twelve tons of apple juice every
night. When a truck was almost filled, I or my partner had to drag fourteen bulky

wooden skids into the empty trailer nearby and then set up added sections of the



heavy metal track so that we could start routing cartons to the back of the empty
van. While one of us did that, the other preformed the stacking work of two men.
7 1 would not have minded the difficulty of the work so much if the pay had not
been so poor. I was paid the minimum wage of that time, two dollars an hour, plus
the minimum of a quarter extra for working the night shift. Because of the low
salary, I felt compelled to get as much overtime pay as possible. Everything over
eight hours a night was time-and-a-half, so I typically worked twelve hours a
night. On Friday I would sometimes work straight through until Saturday at noon-
eighteen hours. I averaged over sixty hours a week but did not take home much
more than $ 100.
4 But even more than the low pay, what upset me about my apple plant job
was the working conditions. Our humorless supervisor cared only about his produc-
tion record for each night and tried to keep the assembly line moving at a breakneck
pace. During work I was limited to two ten-minute breaks and an unpaid half hour
for lunch. Most of my time was spent outside on the truck loading dock in near-ze-
ro-degree temperatures. The steel floors of the trucks were like ice; the quickly
penetrating cold made my feet feel like stone. I had no shared interests with the
man I loaded cartons with, and so I had to work without companionship on the job.
And after the production line shut down and most people left, I had to spend two
hours alone scrubbing clean the apple vats, which were coated with a sticky
residue.
4 1 stayed on the job for five months, all the while hating the difficulty of the
work, the poor money, and the conditions under which I worked. By the time I
quit, I was determined never to do such degrading work again.
This sample essay is a good illustration of a standard short essay you are most likely required
to write as a college student. It is composed of a one-paragraph introduction, a three-para-
graph body. and a one-paragraph conclusion. You can find out the roles of these paragraphs

by referring to the diagram and by answering the following questions.

Questions and ideas for discussion:

1) Identify the introductory paragraph, the middle paragraphs and the concluding para-
graph in the essay.

2) Discuss how the author tries to attract the reader’ attention and interest. Identify the
thesis statement. Does the author state his supporting points here? What are they?

3) Underline the topic sentence in each middle paragraph. Does it contain a point to be
developed in the rest of the paragraph? Read the supporting details carefully and dis-
cuss if they are directly related and in support of the point advanced by the topic sen-
tence.

4) Do you find, in the concluding paragraph, a restatement of the thesis of the essay

and a summary of all the main points mentioned in the middle paragraph?



Unit Two
THE WRITING PROCESS

1. PLANNING THE ESSAY
Of course, before you start to write your essay, you need to do some preparation work
first, that is, a good and sufficient planning. The more work you do at this stage, the
less work you will have later, at the stages of drafting and revising. Generally speaking,
the planning process consists of the steps of identifying your purpose and audience, gath-
ering material, and deciding on a thesis. When all these steps are completed, you have al-

ready done half of your essay-writing work.

Step One
Identifying your purpose and audience
Before you start to write, you need to define your purpose and audience. Otherwise. you
will be at a loss and may stare blankly at your blank paper or keyboard, not sure of how
to start; or you may plunge happily ahead. only to discover that you have misunderstood

your writing task.

1) Defining Your Purpose

Generally speaking, the purposes of writing are: to explain, to persuade, and to share
ideas and experience. The {irst one leads to expository writing. the second to persuasive
writing, and the third to personal writing (that is. narration and description). The un-
derstanding of purpose and audience will influence the choice of form and methods of de-

velopment, the relationship to the reader, and the choice of language and style.

Expository Writing
An essay is expository if its main purpose is to provide information, to explain how some-
thing works or how something is done, or to explain the meaning of concepts, historical
events, works of art, and so on. In other words. the emphasis of the writing is on the
subject itself, rather than on the audience, on the author. or on the interaction between
author and audience.
Sample Paragraph
Purpose: To Explain
Knowing what is stolen and where it is stolen from does not answer the most
basic question about shoplifting: why do people steal? According to a security
guard for Sears, the reason is not need: “In all the time I’ve worked here. and of
all the arrests I’ve made, and I’ve made over 400 arrests, not once, not once was
it out of need. ” Most shoplifters who are caught have more than enough money
with them to pay for the item and many have credit cards as well. So why do
they steal? According to Bill Cheung at Eaton’s, the peak seasons for shoplifting
are September and January-February, when new school terms begin. Presum-

ably, at the beginning of the term, students look at the clothes or toys their

(3]



peers have and want them. Children and adolescents, it seems, shoplift to

fit in.
This paragraph illustrates the principal features of much expository writing. The author
explains reasons of stealing. He presents his information and analysis as objectively as
possible, quoting the issue-related persons. Thus, he keeps the focus on his subject, not

on his opinions about the subject or on his own personality.

Persuasive Writing

Central to all argumentative writing is to convince readers of the soundness of vour opin-
ion about your subject and further persuade them to share your attitudes and beliefs or to
act on your part. To achieve this goal, it is impoftant to make strong appeals to the read-

er. The emphasis in argumentative writing is on the reader.

Sample Paragraph
Purpose: to Change Opinion or Behavior
Contrary to the popular view, most shoplifters do not steal because they are
poor. A longtime security guard fore Sears, who has arrested more than 400

&

shoplifters, points out that “not once” had the person stolen out of need.
Shoplifters usually have more than enough money with them to pay for the stolen
goods, and they often have credit cards as well. They may tell themselves that
the stores are so rich they will not miss this little eraser/tube of lipstick/make-up
case/radio/stereo/jacket. But it is not the stores that pay; honest customers pay
through higher prices. There is thus no reason to be lenient with shoplifters.
They are as guilty of theft as the person who steals a wallet from a locker room
or a tape deck from a car, and should be treated accordingly. If we turn a blind
eve to shoplifting, we are not only condoning a crime, but also sentencing our-

selves to pay the penalty.

Here the author’s purpose is to persuade readers to change their attitude, and possibly
their behavior, towards shoplifters. In contrast to the neutral language of the expository
paragraph. the author uses emotionally charged words and phrases (honest, guilty, le-
nient , condoning, sentencing). which draws readers’ attention to the author’s intention,

that is, he wants them to adopt this attitude.

Narration and Description

Personal writing provides you with the chance to discover what you think and how you
{eel about ideas and experiences, and to share these discoveries with others. Your subject
can cover what you have experienced or your reactions to the world around you. The writ-
ing can be the serious business of revealing your innermost thoughts and feelings and you
can also present yourself in a free style, ranging {from comic to tragic, satiric to romantic,

serious to playful.



Sample Paragraph
Purpose: to Share Personal Experience

1 was thirteen at the time, in a new school, and desperate to make friends.
For the first few weeks, everyone ignored me. Not that all my classmates were
friends with each other. At lunch hour and after school they divided into groups
and alternately ignored and insulted each other. I was afraid that if I didn’t make
friends soon, they would stop ignoring and start insulting me. So one day, 1 fol-
lowed a gang of five or six into the mall at lunch. As they straggled through
Eaton’s, I kept several feet behind, stopping every now and then to gaze intently
at leather briefcases or umbrellas so they wouldn’t think I was being pushy.
When they clustered around the jewelry counter, I ducked down the next row.
And there in front of me were bags and bags of candy, ready for Halloween.

Without thinking. I grabbed one and stuffed it under my jacket.

The author of this piece invites us to share his isolation, fear, and desirc to belong that
lead to his shoplifting a bag of candy. The story carries us along and makes us
“witnesses” the events, Even though we may disapprove of the theft. we are drawn into

the author’s own experience.

The above three samples may well drive us to think, when we are in the writing situation,
about the question: “what is my purpose?” You may have a variety of purposes to choose
one from when you are in a specific writing situation. If you wanted to write an article on
private cars for a general interest newspaper, for instance. vou could choose to explain
the advantages or disadvantages that can be foreseen of private cars, to argue for or a-
gainst the promotion of private cars, or to share with the reader your own adventures of
driving a new private car. In many situations, however. the purpose is given or implied.
Nevertheless, it is always full of challenge to write to meet different purposes on the same

topic.

2) Defining Your Audience

Defining your purpose is the first step in writing; the second is defining your audience.
Your writing style, like your talking style, changes with your audience, who determines
how much information you have to prepare, and how you present it, for instance, in a
formal or an informal way. Generally speaking, you may ask yourself: Who will read this
article? Readers who already know a great deal about that subject or those who know
nothing at all? This will help you get a general sense of your reader’s needs and expecta-

tions and further help you communicate more effectively.

Step Two
1) Gathering Material
Good material is very important to an author. If there isn’t enough good material to work

with, the writing will be weak in content.



2) Brainstorming

In the process of brainstorming, spontaneous responses to a specific subject rush into
your mind. Just allow your mind loose of your reign—any ideas, examples, experiences,
questions, memories, or feelings can be jotted down. Put a key word of each, including
your subject, on a piece of paper. Then, with so many things in hand, you can easily find
a fresh angle on your subject or choose material of special interest to your readers. This
step will assure you of sufficient things to say in your article. If you were preparing for a
report on the good side and bad side of owning private cars, for example, you might end

up with a brainstorming diagram like this:

Private cars
Advantages .
1) safe: avoiding crowded bicycles, taking on strong protection;
2) comfortable: feeling good;
3) convenient; saving time, no more rush for bus, coming home any time;
4) improving the quality of life; driving to wherever you want, a symbol of mod-
ern life;
Disadvantages:
1) high costs. parking, fuel, insurance, and taxes;
2) road accidents: bad road condition, irresponsible drivers;
3) pollution: lung cancer, heart disease, and other diseases related to pollution;
4) land occupation; smaller space for other purposes;
After that, you may just choose one point and write continuously on it for about ten min-
utes or until you have given enough details. Sum up what you have written in a sentence.

And then you can move on to another point.

3) Asking Discovering Questions

When you are beating your brains to think of a topic, ask yourself, “What interests me
most?” “Am I familiar with this subject” “Do I have enough information about this sub-
ject?” Actually, plenty of things and events around us can be written on. However, find
out the one that most interests you or is likely to arouse the reader’s attention. If you
have already got a very general subject at hand, be sure to specify it. You cannot write on
a very big subject such as “memory”. Try to narrow it down to a specific one so that you
can properly control the range of the essay and your essay may be more impressive than
otherwise. Now that you have got your topic, everything related to that topic your per-
sonal experience, your knowledge and your viewpoints-—will be useful to you and can be
used in your essay.

Suppose you are going to write on “private cars”.

If nothing special comes to your
mind that can immediately help to form a thesis, you may first focus on “an unpleasant
memory”, for an unpleasant memory has much more possibility in arousing the reader’s

curiosity than a pleasant one. Next, you may continue to limit the choice to one on the

8



road. Finally, this can be even more restricted to a car accident you were involved in when
you were having a busy day. At this stage. the subject is focused enough for a short es-
say. But how did the accident happen? Who was injured? What are the possible causes for
the accident? What has resulted from it? What attitude do you want to express toward the
accident? What do you want to explore further through this experience? By answering
these questions y)ou may be clear of the kind of information that you are likely to use in a

certain situation.

4) Finding a Thesis

The last thing to do after you have gathered ideas and information about your subject is to
find a thesis, i.e. a focus. In this step, you decide what to include and what to leave out.
To give a focus to your writing, you should make everything center around one or more
aspects of your subject. A short article is fit for discussion in detail one aspect of the sub-
ject in detail. But if you are allowed to write a longer one, it is possible to discuss more
aspects in it. Suppose, for example, your subject is “private cars in China” and your pur-
pose is to explain some thing of this subject. In a short article, you can focus on the ad-
vantages or disadvantages brought by private cars; while in a longer one, you can also ex-
plain why private cars are getting so popular in China and why people are still hesitating
to have one. However, if you intend to argue that there are already enough cars on the
road. it is good to describe your personal experience, a car accident as was mentioned pre-
viously. in the essay as strong supporting evidence.

Now, write down your thesis at the top of your paper. It will remind you to keep going on

the “main road” and not to go astray while you are writing your first draft.

OUTLINING THE ESSAY

An outline presents to you a clear map of the main divisions of your paper and the rela-
tionships among major points. minor points, and details. Making an outline thus helps
you to classify your materials and plan the structure of your essay and the process of vour
writing in it. A good outline contains a well-formulated thesis, major supporting points
with relevant evidence and a conclusion. Once the thesis is defined. you may subdivide
the controlling idea into smaller points; each should be parallel to the others and is to be
further developed in a single paragraph. Then relevant and sufficient evidence for points
is to be supplied. In an outline, Roman numerals, capital letters and Arabic numerals can

“be used when needed.

A sample outline form
Thesis: Because of the increasing number of problems brought about by private cars.
manufacturing and selling more and more private cars should not be encouraged
in present China.
I . Unbearable high cost
a. Unreasonable parking fee

b. Increasing fuel charge



