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Theme Presentation

As a university student, you are required to do much of your thinking
through writing. You are inevitably required to produce a considerable
number of forma essays during your study. This will involve a
commitment on your part of time, energy and mental effort. As you will
soon find out, essay writing is hard work—and it does not get any easier
as you advance in your studies. Many students, however experienced, find
essay writing difficult. While this may seem a depressing outlook, it is
realistic. Certainly you will, with time and experience, become more
proficient in such skills as interpreting topics, handling research and
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sources, and mastering academic language and presentation. There is, of
course, no guaranteed formula for writing a good essay, no absolute
method. However, certain techniques and skills, combined with practice,
will increase your confidence and skill, thereby improving the quality and
effectiveness of your writing.

@ 1. 1 Definitions

An essay is a series of related paragraphs that examines a single topic
from the writer’s viewpoint. It mixes fact with imagination, knowledge
with feeling, but never giving itself over wholly to one or the other. Its
purpose is always the same: to express an opinion. Essays will differ in
quality and in kind, in length, in style, in subject. They will range from the
very simple to the exceedingly complex. Essays appear in newspapers,
magazines, professional journals, and collection of nonfiction writing.
Editorials, book and movie reviews, daily column articles on travel, and
short nonfiction composition that explores a single topic and expresses a
personal point or view on that topic can be called an essay.

A dissertation or thesis paper is an essay of other form. It is usually
written and submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of BA or Bsc, or MA, Msc or Ph. D in a specific discipline.

A dissertation paper takes a definite stand on an issue. A dissertation is
a proposition or point of view that the writer or speaker is willing to argue
against or defend. A paper that is used to argue for ratification of a certain
event would therefore be a dissertation paper. Writing dissertation paper
requires the writer to exercise judgment, evaluate evidence, and construct
a logical argument. In general, a dissertation is a lengthy, formal treatise,
especially one written by a candidate for the bachelor’s, master’s or
doctoral degree at a university.

Essays as well as dissertations are increasingly important forms of
assessment in higher education today, a fact that causes poor writers a
great deal of anxiety and distress. Yet essay writing is simply a skill to be
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learned, like any other. Anyone can learn to express himself coherently
and unambiguously through a systematic skill study.

@ 1. 2 Characteristics of Academic Essays

Most essays in the humanities and social sciences share certain
general characteristics. An essay explores a single topic and expresses a
personal point of view on the consistent research of that topic and the
descriptive account of it; it belongs to the category of academic or
research paper—to simplify, we will identify such an essay as a paper.
Among the several varieties of papers are the course paper, term paper,
and the extended paper (the graduate thesis and dissertation fall under this
designation). All such papers are usually intended for publication. Thus,
good papers must be professional and scholarly, original, authentic and
scientific.

Professional and Scholarly

When we say papers should be professional and scholarly, we mean
they ought to shed new light on subjects in a relevant field of academic
inquiry. Papers are not merely meant to explain or describe a process or
event, although this would be a common demand for a school essay.
Rather, they are required to combine description with analysis or
argumentation. They deal with the study of some objective facts or
problems, and the conclusion that is drawn should be based on relevant
data, not on personal likes and dislikes. This is particularly important in
any kind of inquiry, and it should not matter who is conducting the
experiment or investigation. Being impersonal and free from emotional
factors is one of the important features of professional writing. The need to
be formal comes from the fact that science reflects objective and empirical
research facts, and is free from bias and prejudice. The need for objectivity
becomes a matter of special concern whenever a research or an
investigation touches upon human actions or attitudes. The focus of

3
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professional writing is upon the data and upon the analysis of the data.
Such characteristics are often evidenced in the titles of essays:
“On How to Translate Chinese Idioms about Animals into English”
“How the Crisis Changed Asia and How It Didn't”
“Evaluation in the Reporting Verbs Used in Academic Paper”

All these titles point to the studies of English and Economics as their
relevant academic topics.

In some cases, the subject matter of a discourse restricts the language
used so that it becomes fully comprehensible only to people familiar with
that particular topic or specialization.

Original, Authentic and Scientific

Academic papers are written after a large amount of reading,
referencing, and analyzing on a particular subject or field. The point of the
paper is formulated by gathering and utilizing data which involves the use
of appropriate facts and examples, and drafting an authentic conclusion. It
is not just imagination, but highly mental laboring and logical reasoning.
Successful essays are the result of careful observation and analysis of new
information or viewpoints in the academic field. In other words, the writer
of an excellent paper explores and explains what others have missed. This
is the primary task of academic research: to shed light on and bring new
ideas to the field of inquiry. Papers must not only be reliable, but also
scientific and original as well, as the following paper topic illustrates:

If you had to devise a new artificial language, which could be
learnt ‘easily’, which word classes and which syntactic relations
would you consider as absolutely indispensable?

This topic does not require the writer to explain definitively the
nature of freedom or to develop a total language system. Rather, it
suggests the examination of various aspects of the problem, selection of a

4
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suitable approach, and development of the idea according to a clear set of
criteria.

@ 1. 3 Language Style

The language style of essay writing can be categorized as academic.
The academic writing style differs significantly from the styles of novels,
newspaper articles and everyday written communication. Despite the fact
that different academic writers have their own preferences in the choice of
essay structures, sentence patterns, and words, they mostly observe the
following six distinguishing features:

Formal

Objective

Concise

Varied

Cautious and tentative
Well-linked and connected

7/
o0

7/
o0

7/
o0

7/
o0

7/
o0

7/
o0

Academic style is best evidenced in its grammar and choice of words.
Chapter 13 in this book offers a detailed examination on thistopic.

@ 1. 4 Specific Expectations about Essays

What makes a ‘good’ essay? There are four major areas of
performance about which academics hold clear expectations.

1.) Relevant to Set Topic

It is expected that essays should be clearly focused on the set topic
and will deal fully with its central concerns. This can be realized by a full
understanding of a general theme, concept or area of material.

a.) The capacity to handle this general concept for a particular

5
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purpose.
b.) The ability to relate general theory to specific examples.

In essay writing, you are required to read and think your way towards
a considered judgment about a complex matter. You may be required to
use both original materials (primary sources) and other writer’s
interpretations of these materials (secondary sources). The first should
provide the basis for your thinking. The second may suggest starting
points for critical analysis. In practice, you will be expected to:

® Recognize the assumptions and implications underlying the actual
wording of the topic and take account of them in the course of your
essay.

® Handle the topic and its key terms within the limits of the course
and discipline being studied. (This can be a complex matter, as it
requires you to distinguish clearly between different uses of the
same terms. For example: Consider the ways in which you would
need to interpret the term ‘development’ in economics and
psychology essay topics.)

® Focus consistently on the key ideas and terms throughout your
essay.

® Cover all the parts of the set topic. Some topics will include a
number of sub-topics or sub-questions related to the main theme.

2.) Making Use of Sources
It is expected that essays will be the result of wide and critical reading.
At the university level, most topics on which you are asked to write
have more reading matter available than you can possibly get through. You
can tackle the daunting task of narrowing the amount of reading by
following these guidelines:
a.) Read with a questioning mind. Do not accept that something is true
simply because it is published or on the Internet. Do not expect
that there is any single correct answer to complex questions.
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b.) Read in order to understand both the meaning of each individual
sentence and its relationship to the developing structure of the
argument.

c.) Evaluate continuously what you are reading. First, you will need to
test the opinions and judgments of the writer against the evidence
he or she provides, and against the opinions and judgments of
other writers—and maybe against your own experience. Second,
you must decide whether this material is relevant to the purposes
of your essay.

3.) A Reasoned Argument

It is expected that essays should present a reasoned argument.

In the course of your reading and research for an essay, you will
collect a substantial amount of material. Facts, ideas, opinions, definitions,
quantitative data, quotations, etc.—these become the raw material on
which your thinking and your essay are based. They have little
significance in themselves. They only assume significance when you use
them to develop a systematic point of view or argument.

The term ‘argument’ is used in a special sense in relation to academic
essays. It does not mean that you must necessarily ‘take sides’ or present
only one point of view. Rather it means that you should adequately
explore the possible evidence. Key terms and concepts should be defined,
especially if they are complex or otherwise require explanation, and
general statements should be supported by evidence drawn from relevant
sources. The material you gather should be organized with an eye toward
your conclusion.

You can realize these aims by following these steps:

a.) Select points which are directly relevant to the topic and argument,
discarding those which may have seemed relevant when the ideas
were still developing.

b.) Structure the material so that the main ideas are presented logically
and coherently, i.e. each idea must fit reasonably with that which

precedes it and that which follows, and the ideas taken together
7
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must lead consistently to the overall conclusion.

c.) Ensure that each section of the argument is internally consistent,
with al evidence, examples, and quotations clearly extending the
central idea being developed.

d.) Take into account alternative points of view or interpretations of
the materials being used.

4.) Presentation

Essays should be competently presented.

In the final version of the essay, special attention should be paid to the
formal presentation of the material. There are two levels for the
presentation of essays to be competent:

a.) the surface level of grammar, spelling, typing, referencing, and use

of quotations, etc.

b.) the appropriateness of the writing style to the task.

This can be realized through

a.) Adopt atone and style which are appropriate to academic writing
in general and to the specia demands of the discipline. Use the
necessary specialist terminology accurately.

b.) Usethe correct format for quotations.

c.) Follow the form of referencing and bibliographic citation which is
standard for the discipline.

d.) Present graphic and numerical data accurately and economically.

e.) Edit the essays carefully for errors in grammar, spelling and
punctuation, and for precision in choice of words and expression of
ideas.

Thus, the overall aim of this courseis to ensure that you feel confident
in coping with the extended written work that will be assigned to you at
the end of your university study.

Combining the knowledge and skills from your previous academic

experience with the work you do in this course will enable you to utilize
8
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effectively the facilities available to you when writing an informed piece
of work. It is hoped that by the time you have completed this course, you
will have a sufficient grasp of al the skills needed to write a long
academic essay in English.



