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9 Understanding essay-style writing assignments

This activity sheet is designed to give you an understanding of how to organise your assignment in a logical way within the introduction–main body–conclusion model as explained in Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process.

Why is understanding essay-style writing important to you?

For BTEC study: learning how to write essay-style assignments will give you a skill that will make you an excellent communicator. With practice, you’ll be able to organise and present information that is well researched, well argued and well presented. You will be able to put this skill into practice when you write answers to higher mark questions in the external examinations.

For work: although it’s unlikely that you’ll write essays in the workplace, you will have to put ideas on paper, for example preparing reports. Your essay-writing skills will be easily transferable to such situations. Being able to write skilfully will be recognised as an asset in your professional setting.
What can you do to develop your assignment essay-style writing skills?

The following process is a reliable method of creating an essay-style text.

1 Deconstruct the task by splitting the instructions (they aren’t always questions) into elements. The example below shows how this is done.

	
	Instruction 
	Topic
	Aspect 
	Restriction

	Task 
	Evaluate how
	the internet 
	is used to spread information
	among the public.


2 Interpret whether the meaning of the instruction word(s) requires you to describe, analyse or argue. (See the Appendix to this activity sheet for a list of commonly used instruction words.)

3 Create a mind map for the task. Here is a possible example:


4 Group the themes from the mind map to form an outline for your plan

	Context
	Users (plus/minus aspects)
	Future potential (plus/minus)

	Internet
	Governments
	Academic 
	Commercial 
	Globalisation 
	Criminal use

	Definition
	Official agencies
	Social 
	Industrial 
	Global media
	?


5 Research resources for topics from your mind map and expand your mind map and/or plan as you go.

6 Draw up an outline plan in order of the themes or as part of a structured argument.

7 Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process shows the introduction–main body–conclusion model. The expanded diagram below shows how this shape develops in more detail.

	Defining general context of the topic(
	
	Introduction:

	More specific area(
	
	( GENERAL

	Specific issue(
	
	

	Statement of what you will cover (
	
	

	
	
	Main body:

	Discussion point 1 + mini conclusion (
	
	( SPECIFIC

	Discussion point 2 + mini conclusion (
	
	

	Discussion point 3 + mini conclusion (
	
	

	Discussion point 4 + mini conclusion (
	
	( SPECIFIC

	
	
	

	Restate the question (
	
	

	Repeat specific evidence concisely(
	
	Conclusion:

	
	
	

	Conclusion in the general context(
	
	( GENERAL

	
	
	


The sample outline plan below was created for the task ‘Evaluate how the internet is used to spread information among the public.’ It follows the skeleton framework above.


8 Write the first draft of the essay based on your plan

9 Finalise the reference list, checking that you include all the sources mentioned in your text

10 Re-read and edit your draft

11 Check word limit, layout, grammar, spelling, punctuation and presentation.

Checklist for developing your essay-style assignment writing skills
· Analyse the question/task wording carefully before you begin
· Adopt an approach that responds to the task
· Read carefully to make certain that your writing makes sense to your reader
· Check that you have included references following the style stipulated in your handbook
· Be on your guard to ensure that unintended plagiarism has not occurred
· Read your final draft aloud – you’ll hear errors that perhaps you missed when editing

· Make a printed copy and also save electronically – alternatively, photocopy the original.

Learning activities
	Case study on developing a plan for essay-style writing assignments

	Greg is a visual learner and works well when he can follow diagrams and draw up numbered lists. He likes the idea of creating mind maps, but feels that he’s not very successful at it because he tends to think in a linear or sequential way. He tends to run out of time when he’s writing because he gets stressed about how to construct what he has to say. As a result, it all becomes a bit of a waffle without a strong concluding statement.
Greg really needs to develop a way of creating some kind of plan that he can follow easily and without spending too much time on creating it. He likes the idea of some kind of grid where he can fill in the cells and then work through it systematically and bring it all together in a clear conclusion. His next coursework is to: ‘Evaluate how the internet is used to spread information among the public.’


Activity 9.1. Categorising instruction words

In the sample task, the instruction word was ‘evaluate.’ In the space below, define what this instruction word might mean to Greg.

Evaluate: __________________________________

You can now check your definition from the Appendix attached to this Activity Sheet, which lists, in alphabetical order, commonly used instruction words (Column B). The grid provides a dictionary meaning of each word (Column C).

Now, complete Column A by classifying whether the instruction word implies an essay-style answer is one where, in principle, you DO, DESCRIBE, ANALYSE or ARGUE.

Note: the ‘Do’ category is introduced here as often tasks ask the learner to perform some kind of action prior to their writing, for example, ‘(a) List the types of adverse reactions to some beauty products’ followed by ‘(b) Explain how a professional beautician can avoid causing clients to react adversely to beauty products.’ Note that limited description is sometimes required at the analysis and argue stages in essay-style writing.
Activity 9.2. Developing a grid plan

Greg prefers working in a linear way and creating a plan based on a grid format would seem to be something he could follow. The grid below is based on the information given on pages 1 and 2 of this activity sheet.

	
	Task   (
	Evaluate how the internet is used to spread information among the public

	
	Users (
	Plus 
	Minus
	Plus 
	Minus

	Group 1
	Governments 
	
	
	
	

	
	Official agencies 
	
	
	
	

	Group 2
	Academic
	
	
	
	

	
	Social
	
	
	
	

	Group 3
	Commercial 
	
	
	
	

	
	Industrial 
	
	
	
	

	Future

potential
	Globalisation 
	
	
	
	

	
	Global media
	
	
	
	

	
	Criminal use
	
	
	
	


Use the model plan for Greg’s writing task as an outline to construct a grid plan for an essay-style task that you have completed or have yet to tackle. Note your headings in the second row and the first and second columns will be different from the model.

Activity 9.3. Writing a strong conclusion

Many essays ‘fizzle out’ because the writer runs out of time or reaches the word limit. This seems to happen in Greg’s work. There is no strong message in Greg’s final conclusion on the topic. Look back at the first diagram on page 2 where you’ll see that in the main body section, the term ‘mini conclusion’ is used. These mini conclusions are recorded as concise notes listed on a separate piece of paper as you complete each of the discussion points. These notes can remind you of your key points and supporting evidence and from these you can frame a concise, but complete, general conclusion.

Now, look back at an essay-style assignment you have already completed and evaluate your conclusion. How well did it cover key points made in the main body? Identify any gaps. Discuss your respective conclusions with a partner and identify action points for your next piece of writing.

Reflective activities
Activity 9.4. Think about the purpose of essay-style assignments

Score the following perceived purposes on a scale of 1 (low importance) to 5 (high importance). Then discuss your ratings with another BTEC learner.

	The purpose of essay-style assignments is to show:

	1. 
	your knowledge of the subject in general
	
	
	
	
	

	2. 
	your knowledge of the specific topic
	
	
	
	
	

	3. 
	your understanding of key concepts or events or developments
	
	
	
	
	

	4. 
	your ability to construct a logical sequence of discussion
	
	
	
	
	

	5. 
	your ability to use evidence to support your viewpoint
	
	
	
	
	

	6. 
	your ability to use primary sources
	
	
	
	
	

	7. 
	your ability to use secondary sources
	
	
	
	
	

	8. 
	your ability to write well in English
	
	
	
	
	

	9. 
	your ability to write in an unbiased way
	
	
	
	
	

	10. 
	any gaps in your knowledge
	
	
	
	
	


Activity 9.5. Different types of analysis and argument

Two ways of tackling analysis and argument formats – phased and thematic – in essay-style assignments were noted in Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process. The list below identifies seven structural models including the two already mentioned:

	Chronological
	Description of a process or sequence

	Classification
	Ordering objects or ideas

	Common denominator
	Identifying some common characteristic(s) or theme(s)

	Phased 
	Identifying by time duration, e.g. short, medium, and long term

	Analytical 
	Examining a problem in depth, e.g. situation-problem-solution- evaluation-recommendation

	Thematic 
	Commenting on a theme in each aspect

	Comparative/contrastive
	Comparing and/or contrasting often within a theme or themes


Look back at the sample essay-style plan on page 2 of this Activity Sheet. Suggest the type of model from the list above that the writer has followed. In a piece of coursework of your own, consider whether you have followed any of the above models.

Action points

Think about how you can continue developing the writing skills covered in this Activity Sheet.

	How you can develop your essay-style writing skills further

	1 

	2 

	3 

	4 

	5 


	Link

	To help you to develop your Skills for Learning and Work further, look also at:
· Activity Sheet 3 on Understanding assessment
· Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process.


APPENDIX for Activity 9.1. Instruction words in essay-style assignments and assessments
	
	A. Classify:

Do? Describe?

Analyse? Argue?
	B. Instruction:
	C. Dictionary interpretation:

(but take whole wording of task into account)

	1. 
	
	give an account
	Describe

	2. 
	
	brief account
	Describe in a concise way

	3. 
	
	account for
	Give reasons for

	4. 
	
	analyse
	Give an organised answer looking at all aspects

	5. 
	
	apply
	Put a theory into operation

	6. 
	
	assess
	Decide on value or importance

	7. 
	
	comment on
	Give your opinion

	8. 
	
	compare (with)
	Discuss similarities; conclusions on common areas

	9. 
	
	compile
	Make up [a list/plan/outline]

	10. 
	
	consider
	Describe/give your views on subject

	11. 
	
	contrast
	Discuss differences/draw own view

	12. 
	
	criticize
	Point out weak/strong points, i.e. balanced answer

	13. 
	
	demonstrate
	Show by example/evidence

	14. 
	
	describe
	Write about process/appearance/operation/sequence

	15. 
	
	devise
	Make up

	16. 
	
	discuss
	Give own thoughts + support opinion

	17. 
	
	evaluate
	Decide on merit of situation/argument

	18. 
	
	exemplify
	Show by giving examples

	19. 
	
	expand
	Give more information

	20. 
	
	explain
	Give reason for, state why

	21. 
	
	explain how
	Describe how something works

	22. 
	
	identify
	Pinpoint/list

	23. 
	
	illustrate
	Give examples

	24. 
	
	indicate
	How? Point out … not in great detail

	25. 
	
	justify
	Support the argument for…

	26. 
	
	list
	Make an organised list, e.g. events

	27. 
	
	outline
	Describe basic factors – limited information

	28. 
	
	plan
	Think how to organise something

	29. 
	
	report
	Make an account on a process, event

	30. 
	
	review
	Write report – give facts + views of facts

	31. 
	
	show
	Demonstrate with supporting evidence

	32. 
	
	specify
	Give details of something

	33. 
	
	state
	Give a clear account of…

	34. 
	
	summarise
	Briefly give an account

	35. 
	
	trace
	Give a brief chronology of events/process

	36. 
	
	work out
	Find a solution, e.g. as in a maths problem
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Definition +





Governments +/-





Crime +/-








Other official agencies +/-








Commercial users +/-








Academic users





Social users





Globalisation








Global media





Industrial users +/-








Governments +/-





General description of context 








Analysis and construction of main argument





Restatement of key points of argument/


view





INTRODUCTION 


Layout key ideas +Statement of approach to topic





Background 


Evolution of internet


Key/categories of user 





MAIN BODY


Analysis of categories of user and identification of groupings





Discussion point 1: Group 1


Explain inter-relationship as applicable


Discuss key positive points of internet in relation to this group 


Include examples to underpin the points; include citations to sources





Discuss negative points of internet in relation to this group. 


Include examples to underpin the points; include


Citations to sources
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Discussion point 2: Group 2 as for group 1





Discussion point 3: Group 3 as for group 1 





Discussion point 4: Additional implications


Globalisation


Global media


Crime





CONCLUSION 


Overview of key elements of discussion.





State own opinion with supporting evidence from discussion of main body
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