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Answering Essay Questions

Sandra Hargreaves

Developmental objectives

This chapter outlines the main stages in planning essays:

· ‘unpacking the question’

· brainstorming or mind mapping to put down everything you can think of about the topic

· writing a theme for your essay to give you direction

· organising your brain storm or Mind MapTM into a sequential plan

· writing the essay in workable ‘chunks’.

How often have you left your essay writing until the last moment and greatly regretted it? You’re not the only one. Read the following case study and see what you can do to change your approach.

Case study

Sarah was a very disorganised student who always panicked about writing essays and who thought that they were something you could not learn to do. She always left them until the last moment and then made a mad rush to the library to collect as much information as she could and often sat up all night writing the essay before handing it in the next day. Essays meant stress and exhaustion. When she discovered that they could be approached systematically she was surprised, but willing to try the approach. After several attempts to write essays in this way she was amazed at the difference in both her own personal wellbeing and the quality of the essays. She now uses a run-up period of about six weeks to write major essays and goes through the steps: type of question, type of answer, key words, general issues and theme before moving on to the essay plan (using mind mapping assistive technology software), the research and the essay itself. She organises the essay into manageable sections (‘chunks’) for writing. She also finds that she now has time to re-read and edit her work after leaving it for a few days. Her marks have improved dramatically and she is no longer upset and stressed at the prospect of writing an essay. She is now so familiar with the technique that she can use it in examinations to prepare essays quickly and thoroughly. She also feels more confident that she has ‘answered the question’ as she has analysed it so carefully.

Unpacking the question

The first thing you must do is to make sure that you understand the question. Many students with dyslexia and other specific learning differences (SpLDs) have come to grief in essays and examinations by not reading or interpreting the question properly. Sometimes words are not understood and therefore a different interpretation is given. If you don’t know what a word means, look it up in the dictionary, look it up in your textbooks or ask your subject tutor. There are many excellent online dictionaries and tablet/smartphone applications (Apps) available.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Dictionary’

Make sure you read the instructions that come with the assignment. At this stage you need to ensure what areas need to be covered and what expertise is expected of you. As you progress through your course, critical thinking (see Chapter 8) will become more important. This is why it is so important to analyse the question very carefully.

Analysing the type of question asked

It is essential to spend time on this stage of the essay. Table 6.1 has a list of commonly used instruction words with a definition or explanation of what they mean to make things easier for you. I first encountered it when teaching essay-writing skills in Sydney many years ago, but I have not found anything better and many students find it helpful.
Table 6.1 Commonly used instruction words in essay questions

	Account for 
	
	give an explanation as to why

	Analyse
	(1)
	examine closely, break the subject up into the main ideas of which it is composed

	
	(2)
	examine a subject in terms of its components and show how they interrelate

	Compare
	
	discuss the similarities and differences of two or more subjects, theories, etc., stressing the similarities

	Contrast 
	
	discuss two or more subjects, emphasising their differences

	Define 
	(1)
	explain (make clear) what is meant by

	
	(2)
	use a definition or definitions to explore the concept of, or state the terms of reference of

	Describe
	
	present an account of, show that you understand the topic by writing about it in clear, concise English

	Discuss 
	(1)
	investigate a subject, present an account of

	
	(2)
	consider and offer some interpretation or evaluation of

	Enumerate
	
	give a listing or item by item account of

	Evaluate 
	
	attempt to form a judgement about, appraise the clarity, validity or truth of a statement or argument against a set of criteria

	Examine
	
	inspect and report on in detail 

	Explain
	(1)
	make clear the details of

	
	(2)
	show the reason for or underlying cause of, or the means by which

	Illustrate
	
	offer an example or examples to:

	
	(1)
	show how or that

	
	(2)
	show the reason for or underlying cause of, or the means by which

	Indicate 
	
	focus attention on 

	Interpret
	
	set forth the meaning of; explain or elucidate

	Justify 
	
	show to be just and warranted

	List 
	
	same as enumerate – give an item by item account of

	Outline 
	
	go through the main features of

	Prove
	
	show by logical argument

	Relate 
	(1)
	tell

	
	(2)
	bring into or establish association, connection or relation

	Review
	(1)
	report the chief facts about

	
	(2)
	offer a critique of

	State
	
	declare definitely or specifically

	Summarise
	
	describe in brief form


This list is not exhaustive. Can you think of any other instruction words and if so, what kinds of demands are made by them?

Often questions are framed without explicit instruction words. They may be in the form of direct questions, as follows:

· What is the minimal organisation for living organisms?

· What do you understand by the term ‘money supply’?

· Why is Heathcliff such a destructive force in Wuthering Heights?

· How did medieval governments obtain the resources to govern?

The approach required by such questions can quite easily be seen by relating them to the implied instruction word. What is/are is like outline or describe, and calls for exposition of the main facts. What do you understand by is like explain, as are how do/does/did. Why is like account for.

While you are analysing the question you should be thinking of the type of answer the question calls for.

Planning your essay

Types of essays

There are basically five types of essay, which fall into two broad categories – namely, those that are intended to inform and those that are used to persuade. Notice how the types of essay outlined in Table 6.2 correspond with the question types listed in Table 6.1 above and noted at the end of each type.

An example of facing the question

Suppose you have been presented with the following question:

‘Global warming is the greatest threat we face.’ Discuss.

· First, you should analyse the question for what it is asking you to do. It is basically an evaluative question, which requires you to give a judgement on the scale of the threat posed by global warming.

· Secondly, you should decide what type of essay the question requires. If you look at Table 6.2 you will see that the essay falls into the ‘writing to persuade’ category and indeed requires an evaluative response. You need to think about the criteria you intend to set up to evaluate the threat, such as ‘the greenhouse effect’, rising temperatures, drought, food shortages and rising sea level, etc.

· Thirdly, you should underline or highlight the key words in the question as follows:

‘Global warming is the greatest threat we face.’ Discuss.
· Fourthly, you should think about the major issues, which hang around the specifics of the question, and the larger context in which your discussion will be set. For example, what other threats do we face?
Table 6.2 Definitions of essay types and instruction words that indicate their use

	Writing to inform
	Expository
	presents established information in an orderly manner, either in classes, or in terms of a scale

Outline, Review (1), State, List, Describe

	
	Explanatory
	accounts for a phenomenon in the generally accepted way, showing how or why it happens (or happened), in terms of interaction within a system, or cause and effect

Account for, Analyse (2), Explain (2)

	Writing to persuade
	Interpretative
	presents an individual interpretation of a body of data or literature, supported by a consistent set of features or examples from it. The interpretation is expressed in terms of a key word or phrase, or a classical model

Define (2), Discuss (2), Interpret, Relate

	
	Evaluative
	presents and justifies a value judgement, usually vested in a word of rather relative meaning (e.g. important, which needs to be linked up with certain clearly articulated criteria). The criteria normally imply scales against which individual cases may be ranked

Evaluate, Review (2), Criticise, Discuss (2)

	
	Argumentative
	aims to support a given proposition by means of logical reasons, arguing their validity, and challenging the validity or relevance of any opposing arguments

Prove, Justify


Note that the numbers in brackets relate back to the list of commonly used instruction words in Table 6.1.

Brainstorming using a Mind MapTM
The next stage in essay writing is to put down everything you can think of about the topic. This helps you to find out what you already know about the topic and what you need to research. A convenient way of doing this, especially if you are a visual learner, is to construct a Mind MapTM. Make sure you use lots of colour or images, as this helps you retain the images in your mind. This can be done with pens and paper (large sheets of A3 are the best) or by using assistive technology software such as Inspiration®, Mindview or XMind (free). These allow you to get your ideas down quickly (RapidFire in Inspiration®), write notes and link to Internet resources. When the Mind MapTM is complete and you are ready to start writing your essay the software allows you to see everything, including all your notes, sequentially and export the results into Microsoft Word.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Mind MapTM‘

Consider the following essay question:

Has the introduction of technology improved the way we communicate? Discuss.

After following the steps suggested above you would have decided that the question is asking 
you to explain why you think the introduction of technology has improved the way we communicate, or conversely why it has not improved it. The question requires you to write an interpretative essay in which you would refer to features of communicating through technology and examples of it. You will have also underlined the key words to direct your attention to them.

The next stage is to brainstorm all your ideas into a Mind Map™ by hand or using software. Using Inspiration® or XMind you may come up with something like Figure 6.1.
Figure 6.1 Mind MapTM for the essay question ‘Has the introduction of technology improved the way we communicate?’ (This Mind Map™ was created using Inspiration® 9, a product of Inspiration® Software, Inc. Inspiration is a registered trademark of Inspiration Software, Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries.)

Writing a theme for your essay

This gives you direction, which will help you to stay on task and not wander off the topic. The theme can be expanded into the introduction and should cover what you are going to say in the essay. For example, for the essay question on the impact of technology on methods of communication:

Theme: There are many ways in which the introduction of technology has improved our methods of communication but overall the greatest improvement is the speed of that communication.

OR

Theme: There are both advantages and disadvantages in our communication methods since the introduction of technology, but overall the advantages outweigh the disadvantages.

Note that there could be a variety of themes for this essay depending on your point of view.

Organising your Mind MapTM into a sequential plan

Using mindmapping software such as Inspiration®, you can move between a visual map and a sequential plan or outline. This helps you to move between the big picture and the sequential plan, as illustrated below. The notes that were made on each theme identified in a topic shape in Figure 6.1 have appeared below each subheading in the outline. If this is to be done from a handwritten Mind Map™, you will have to decide on the order that best illustrates your theme.

A plan of the essay based on the concept map for the question:

Has the introduction of technology improved the way we communicate? Discuss.

might look like this:

I: 
Advantages

A.
Faster communication Delivery time can be measured in seconds.

B.
Distance communication and accessibility Technology has allowed the development of distance learning and enabled students to see their lecturers and other students through chat rooms and Skype. It has enabled accessibility for individuals who are isolated or have communication difficulties.

1.
Text Text can be used in emergencies to alert people to danger.

2.
Video (Web Cam) People can communicate both personally and professionally across the world with the use of Skype and video conferencing.

C.
Time to reflect When a request is made by email or text the recipient has a chance to reflect before responding. This is not possible with phone communication. People are not ‘put on the spot’.

D.
Convenience Mobile devices allow people to meet up without difficulty. Any delays or problems can be immediately reported.

E.
Translation Potential for direct translation into other languages.

F.
Collaborative work Ability to share written work online.

II: 
Disadvantages

A.
Too impersonal Directives can be given and policy set without recourse to discussion. Loses the benefit of non-verbal communication: facial expression and body language.

B.
Discourages discussion Subordinates concerned that comments can be kept and used against them. Also emails can be changed whereas hard copy can’t be changed.

C.
Less interactive Lacks the benefit of group discussion and developmental consensus.

D.
Security Prone to hacking.

At this stage of your plan you may decide to reconsider the order in which you intend to present your argument and you should change the order if it would be more appropriate. This is easily done by using mind-mapping software, using the click, drag and reorder function, or cutting and pasting if using a word processor package.

If the intention was to write the essay in the order of the arguments presented above, you might expand either theme into an introduction something like the one below:

Possible Introduction based on Theme 2 above

There are many advantages in the way we communicate since the introduction of technology such as faster communication over long distances through both text and video. It also allows people time to reflect before responding and time can be set for collaborative communication which simulates face-to-face discussions. There is also the facility of instant translation of text when working in different cultures and languages and the convenience of these innovations cannot be overstated. Conversely some of these advantages can create problems such as directives being sent out without recourse to discussion and employees sometimes feel that email can be used against them as it can be changed. This can be especially true in a large organisation in different cities or countries where staff cannot communicate with each other. Technology is also prone to hacking. However, there is no doubt that the advantages of technology far outweigh the disadvantages in our daily communication and probably the greatest advantage is the speed of that communication.

This is the time in your essay planning and writing where you need to research the areas in which you need information. It is also the point at which you must consider how much time you have available and allocate time to the various areas.

Writing the essay in workable ‘chunks’

This allows you to see your progress and know that you are achieving your goals, staying on task and not feeling stressed. An example of this is to look at the word count and to break it up into paragraphs as the outline above shows and to allocate the number of words across the essay to fit in with the number of paragraphs. It obviously does not have to be precise but it will help you stay on task and not spend too much time on one area to the detriment of others. Guidance on writing paragraphs can be found in Chapter 7 – Point, Evidence, Comment (PEC) paragraph formula. Don’t forget that all essays need an Introduction and Conclusion; each should be approximately 10% to 12% of the word count.
Examples of chunking your essay depending on 
the word count

Table 6.3 gives some examples of how you might be able to break up essays of different lengths into manageable chunks and distribute the word count across your plan. Some paragraphs will obviously be longer than others, but if you have an overall idea of roughly how many words you should allocate to each section of your essay, you will see that it is not such a formidable task and it will also prevent you from spending too much time on one aspect of the essay at the expense of other sections.
Table 6.3 Word lengths of sections in typical essays

	Total length of essay 
	2,000 words 
	5,000 words 
	10,000 words 

	Introduction 
	200 words 
	500 words 
	1,000 words 

	Body paragraphs
	4 paragraphs of 400 words 
	8 paragraphs of 500 words 
	16 paragraphs of 500 words 

	
	or
	or
	or

	
	5 paragraphs of 300 words 
	9 paragraphs of 450 words 
	17 paragraphs of 450 words 

	Conclusion 
	200–250 words 
	500–600 words 
	1,000–1,200 words 


A common form of essay planning for business subjects include SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis, and a template for these has been prepared on the Digital-Download to help you.

GO to SWOT Example; SWOT Template

Another useful form of essay planning, especially in the Social Sciences, is related to thinking of issues in respect to major factors such as PEST (Political, Economic, Social and Technological) issues. A template for this is also included on the Digital-Download. It is also known as STEP (Social, Technological, Economic and Political).
GO to PEST Analysis Example; PEST Analysis Template

Signposting

When writing your essay it is important to make use of techniques to ensure the reader is aware of the direction of your discussion (also known as signposting) in order to get everything to ‘hang together.’ Signposting techniques can be found in Chapter 7.

Referencing

Most assignments will require you to draw upon the writings, research and the ideas of others. Every time you state a fact or make an assertion in your piece you should support it with a reference to an original source. Different organisations, universities, colleges, journals and professional groups have their own preferred methods of referencing. Requirements for referencing in assignments vary between institutions and need to be strictly observed. Ask your tutor for the referencing guidelines for your course.

There are basically two major methods of referencing:

· Footnote/endnote system.

· Harvard system.

Footnote/endnote system

This system uses a numeric reference in the footer at the bottom of the page or at the end of the essay. An example:

‘There is, of course, a pragmatic reason to demonstrate the effectiveness of drama strategies to those who fund participatory arts and to convince those responsible for education and cultural policy.’1

(At foot of page or end of section, chapter or essay):

1. H. Nicholson, ‘Participation as art’, Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 18(1) (2013), pp. 1–3.

Harvard system

This system uses a brief citation in the text in brackets, with a full reference in the bibliography at the end of the document. An example:

‘There is, of course, a pragmatic reason to demonstrate the effectiveness of drama strategies to those who fund participatory arts and to convince those responsible for education and cultural policy.’ (Nicholson, 2013: 1-3).

Bibliography

The bibliography comes at the end of the whole piece. All books, articles and other sources referred to in the text should be listed on the reference page(s) at the end of the paper. Entries are arranged alphabetically by author surname.

With footnotes or endnotes – simply restate the details already given in the note, but with the authors’ surnames first:

Nicholson, H., ‘Participation as art’, Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 18(1) (2013), pp. 1–3.

With the Harvard system – give all publication details, with authors’ surnames first and the date of publication placed immediately after the surnames:

Nicholson, H. (2013) ‘Participation as art’, Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 18(1): 1–3.

This is a very brief explanation of the two systems of referencing; it is vital to look up your university or college course guide. This example from Bristol University is a good example of a typical referencing guide: http://bit.ly/BristolUniversityReferencing. In addition Cite Them Right (Pears and Shields, 2013) is an excellent general guide to referencing.

Assistive technology for referencing and bibliographies

· The referencing tool in Microsoft Word and specialist software such as Zotero, Mendeley and RefME allow you to collect and organise references from websites, books and library catalogues. Zotero and Mendeley work with Microsoft Word so that you can add your references to a document with the touch of a button.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Referencing’

Plagiarism

Plagiarism is the use of another person’s ideas or findings as your own by simply copying them and reproducing them without referencing due acknowledgement of the source. Plagiarism is dishonest and constitutes cheating. If discovered (and it will be), it is severely dealt with and may result in your exclusion from a course. Plagiarism is easily detected by university staff from changes in style, tone and vocabulary in the submitted work. Institutions are increasingly using electronic originality/plagiarism checkers, such as Turnitin, to compare submitted work against electronic databases of text: www.turnitinuk.com.

Useful information and guidance to help you understand and avoid plagiarism can be found at:

· Plagarism.org: www.plagiarism.org/

· University of Leicester plagiarism tutorial: http://bit.ly/LeicesterUniversityPlagarism

Finishing up

Finally always remember to re-read and edit your work at least 24 hours after you have finished your essay, so that what you are reading is what you have written and not what you think you have written. Some students find using text-to-speech (see Chapter 5), such as Texthelp Read&Write Gold, ClaroRead, or free software such as Balabolka, Orato, Natural Reader or Apple MAC text-to-speech integrated into the operating system very useful at the editing stage as some students with dyslexia and other SpLDs often cannot see their errors but they can hear them.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Text-to-Speech’

Getting your essay back from your tutor

When you get your essay back from your tutor you should read the comments carefully, and in a positive frame of mind. They are intended to be supportive and the advice they give can be used in the future to help with your next essay. So if you don’t understand them, do not hesitate to ask your tutor to explain them.

Some comments will be on the content of the essay, and others will be directed towards structure and language. Insufficient or incorrect content indicates that you may need to do more research and widen your reading. Comments suggesting that you have not answered the questions mean that you need to spend more time analysing the question and planning your work. If you feel that the comments on language and structure are beyond your capabilities to correct, you should seek help from the college learning support or dyslexia support teams.

Planning checklist and example essay plan

The checklist shown in the Digital-Download has been made out for the first essay question discussed in this chapter. In addition, an essay planning example drawing on the guidance from this chapter can be found in the Digital-Download:

GO to Planning Your Essay – Checklist; Essay Planning Example.
Table 6.4

	Unpacking the question 
	Instruction words: Discuss

	
	Key words: ‘Global warming is the greatest threat we face.’

	Essay type 
	Expository 
	Explanatory 
	Interpretive 
	Evaluative 
	Argumentative 

	
	
	
	
	X
	

	Brainstorm
	What you know

	
	Issues

· Rich countries way ahead industrially

· Must realise that poorer countries need to industrialise

· CO2
· Changing weather patterns

· Flooding

· Droughts

· Melting of polar ice

· Rising sea levels

· Ways forward

· Reducing use of fossil fuels

· Stopping deforestation

· Increasing rainforest

· Protecting and increasing native forests as ‘carbon storehouses’

· Consensus

	
	What you need to research

	
	· Amount of CO2 produced in both the industrialised and newly industrialised countries

· Changing weather patterns

· Examples of flooding and drought followed by famine

· Amounts of polar ice melting

· Sea level rises

· Amount of rainforest destroyed every year

· Amount of new forests planted and cultivated

· Conferences in Tokyo, Copenhagen and Paris

	Theme 
	Direction: Essay is actually asking you to examine the statement that ‘global warming is the greatest threat we face’.

	
	Global warming is the greatest threat we face as, unless countries come to some agreement about the amount of CO2, which is being put into the atmosphere, we will face continual climate change, which involves devastating floods and droughts which cause famine. The melting of polar ice and the rise of sea levels have the potential to wipe out whole civilisations. Conferences, such as that held in Paris in December 2015, offer some hope.

	Chunks
	Introduction: expanding the theme

Body paragraphs:

· Comparison of the industrialised and newly industrialised countries

· Emissions of CO2 around the world

· Changing weather patterns including floods and droughts

· Melting of polar ice and changes in sea level

· Ways forward such as reduction in use of fossil fuels, stopping deforestation and starting reforestation and regeneration

· Outcomes of the conferences in Tokyo, Copenhagen and Paris

Conclusion: summing up your points


Points to remember

In preparing and planning your essays:

· analyse the question and work out what it is asking you to do

· work out the type of essay the question requires

· underline the key words

· think about the general issues relating to the question and prepare a Mind Map™

· write a theme for your essay to give it direction

· organise your concept map into a sequence of points or essay plan

· reorganise this plan in the light of your research to make sure it flows well

· write your essay in workable chunks of text so that you can see what you are achieving and do not lose the direction of your argument

· be prepared to seek or ask for more expert help if this is appropriate

· check your references

· re-read and edit your work.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents:

Essay Planning Example
Word Document

PEST Analysis Example
Word Document

PEST Analysis Template
Word Document

Planning Your Essay – Checklist
Word Document

SWOT Example
Word Document

SWOT Template
Word Document
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