Approaching a Question, Outlining & Essay Structure

	AIMS:
· To revise some key essay writing skills
· To help students understand how to tackle essay assignments
· To address the common challenges faced by students when writing academic essays




Lecture: These topics were all covered in the first semester, students should be familiar with this content, this lecture is more of a reminder of how to construct a good essay, but also to provide clarity on any essay related issues. 
Outline the structure of the lecture – Approaching a question, Outlining, Essay Structure & - and state the aims of the lecture (as stated above).

Approaching a Question
There are  usually clues within the essay question to tell you how you should approach writing your essay. Hence, the idea here is to learn to look for/identify these clues that can guide you as you organize and write your essay.
Step 1: Begin by reading the question carefully. This is very important as it will familiarise you with the general focus of the question. 
Step 2: Cautiously examine and underline the key words and concepts in the question. These could be the name of a person or event, a political theory or approach, or the name of an author. If you do not understand what these key words mean, research them. 
Step 3: Explain the question to yourself to make sure you fully understand: paraphrasing the question then checking to see if the paraphrased version and the original question match-up is a good way to do this. To rewrite the essay question, simply ask yourself what you must do in order to answer the and write this down.

It is also vital that students understand the instruction/action words; as they inform them what they must do with the terms/concepts/subject in order to answer the question. These instruction words are available on the reading and writing guide: Vula. 

Approaching a Question - Exercise
Illicit a response from the class on what it is they have to do to fully answer this question.
What are the main factors that led to the downfall of apartheid in South Africa?
Key word: ‘main’ factors: this suggests that there are several factors which lead to this occurrence, the use of the word ‘main’ means that you must note ALL (internal & external, political, economic etc) the factors, then highlight which ones are the main ones. To do this, students must therefore say why out of all the factors mentioned, those are the main ones which lead to the downfall of apartheid. – doing this brings in an element of analysis or argumentation to a question that may initially have seemed to require just a descriptive response. 













Outlining 
What is an outline: 
An outline is the skeleton of a writer’s ideas, it is an essay plan. It helps the writer organize their material logically by helping him/her sort and classify the material systematically. Outlines also indicate the main ideas and arguments for your paper as well as the subtopics under each main point.  
This means that you should structure your essay in a way that shows how your ideas are related to one another, and how they relate to your main argument. The structure of your essay should follow a coherent ‘story line’ or pattern, with each paragraph relating to the one before it and to your main argument.


Why should you create an outline?
· It will help you organize your ideas, which makes it much more likely that you will be able to produce a coherent argument. 
· Constructs an ordered overview of your writing.
· You avoid doing the complex thinking at the same time as trying to find the right words to express your ideas.


Creating an Outline
Analyse the Question 
This step has been covered in detail in the first section of this lecture. 
Begin by reading the question carefully. This is very important as it will familiarise you with the general focus of the question. Next, cautiously examine and underline the key words and concepts in the question. 
Another thing to keep in mind is to balance your essay. If the question is asking a two-part question, make sure you cover both questions, probably spending half of the essay on one question and half on the other. If it asks you to explain three theories, divide your word count in three.

Brainstorm
The next step is to generate ideas from the course material which are relevant to the topic. 
A common way to do this is through mind maps. Briefly explain what a mind map is (with the key point being that mind-maps enable them to link ideas together). Below is an example of a mind map taken from the reading and writing guide. 
Emphasise that to generate these ideas, they must do the assigned weekly readings, as all topics are largely based on course content. 
Before doing research, it’s important to note the initial thoughts about the question, based on what they already know about the topic from lectures, tutorials and general knowledge.  This will help students formulate their argument and give them some direction for answering the question; and therefore can construct a draft plan.

Choose 
From the ideas generated in the brainstorming phase, the next step is to choose the ideas or points of argument which are the most relevant to the question and its central issue, leaving out points which are not directly relevant to the essay question. 
It is impossible to cover everything in an essay, and your markers will be looking for evidence of your ability to choose material and put it in order.

Defend
There is no right or wrong answer to most questions posed in the social sciences, there are simply good or bad arguments. It is important students support their argument with evidence in order to convince the reader of their position, and must therefore find information that will strengthen this argument. They must defend their position or response.

The final outline should then be in the structure of an essay: three different sections (Introduction, Body & Conclusion), with the specific ideas/ claims to be discussed in the body of the essay. 

Essay Structure 
The table below is a brief description of what is necessary in each section of an essay. The details for each section are below, briefly go over each section, but go into detail on anything the students may not understand/ that is a common problem in terms of structure from the assignments or essays submitted thus far. 

	Introduction:
Context & Background, Significance of the topic, Thesis Statement & Outline of the essay.


	Body:
Where the argument is built: discussing information that supports your thesis statement, the key claims and premises that have led you to your chosen thesis. 


	Conclusion:
Summarises the key points that have illustrated/ supported your thesis statement. 





Introduction:
A good introduction should not only capture the reader's attention, but should act as a summary/roadmap of the paper to follow. The introduction and conclusion are the most important parts of an academic paper.  The introduction (clarity on the purpose of the paper, the methods used/roadmap of the essay) and conclusion (the findings and the shortcomings), while the body offers the actual content.

Emphasise: 
•	Do NOT just repeat the topic/question.
•	It must be clear right from the beginning exactly what you are arguing. 
•	You may need to briefly define any key terms in the essay.

Although, it is not necessary to always follow a strict formula when writing the introductory paragraph, the following elements should usually be present: 
-	What is the essay about?  This is a general introduction to the topic. Avoid repeating the essay question – the reader will know the question that you have been given, so repeating it here adds no value!
-	What argument(s) will be made? Every essay is an exercise in convincing the reader through logical arguments. The introduction should briefly explain what arguments will be made in order to convince the reader. (Aims of your essay)
-	How will the question be answered? This ties in very closely with the previous point. You might want to mention that in order to make your arguments, you will look at a case study, or make comparisons, or assess a given dataset, or contrast two different theoretical perspectives. The key issue is making clear to the reader the approach that you will be taking and present this in a way that will guide the progression of your paper. 

What are the main factors that led to the downfall of apartheid in South Africa?
Given the above guidelines, students should be able to explain why this is a bad introduction. 

Bad introduction: 
Apartheid was a very traumatic period for black South Africans. The purpose of this essay is to determine what the main factors which led to the downfall of apartheid in South Africa are. I will first look at the history of apartheid, followed by a description of the main factors. 

Good introduction:
In the late 1980s, the apartheid system in South Africa faced immense pressures, which ultimately led to its collapse and the country’s first democratic election in 1994. The purpose of this essay is to state and explain these different pressures with the aim of illustrating that the main factors which lead to the collapse of apartheid are the economic sanctions which were crippling South Africa’s economy, as well as the mutually hurting stalemate between the government and the liberation movement. The external pressures will be discussed first, followed by the internal, highlighting the impact they had on the apartheid regime. 
[provides context and significance of the topic, purpose of the essay, main argument and outline]






















Body
This is the main part of your essay, which is where your analysis will begin. This part of the paper provides support for your thesis statement, (evidence/ if applicable - a case study). It is important to show evidence that supports the arguments being made. A good essay will counter possible criticisms – your arguments are unlikely to be completely convincing without you examining potential counterarguments. Engaging with evidence that seems to contradict your argument(s), and effectively rebutting it, is very important. 
Acknowledging some weaknesses in your argument is not necessarily a bad thing. By making such concessions you are often able to present a fuller picture than by simply arguing one side of an issue. Explaining that your case is solid but not completely watertight is more easily defendable than adopting an absolutist position.

Check-list: 
· Develop your argument with the necessary ideas, facts, evidence.
· Put it in a logical order; what needs to be addressed first, second, last; follow your introduction.
· Build the body with paragraphs that cover one clear idea and help support your main argument.
· Link the ideas being presented together; tell the reader why you are defining/discussing/explaining the concepts and theories that you are covering.
· Include counter-arguments: illustrate knowledge of both sides of the argument. 





Conclusion
Conclusion – summarise your argument, point out its implications.
Avoid bringing up a new idea/concept in your conclusion. The conclusion restates the thesis statement, summarises findings, and offers final remarks.  
Conclusion: A good conclusion will often reflect much of what was said in the introduction. This shows consistency. It should offer a summary of the findings of the paper, repeating the thesis statement, and include any criticisms or shortcomings that were present in the argument.
Emphasize what you have shown by using phrases like:
· Thus it is clear that...
· This essay has illustrated that....

Use the conclusion to evaluate whether you have presented a strong argument: Have you really illstrated that…/Have you really made it clear that…

Discuss the weaknesses of the bad conclusion and the strengths of the good conclusion with the students. 
Bad Conclusion: 
This essay has highlighted what the main factors which lead to the collapse of Apartheid were. Although there were several factors, it is clear that the stalemate was the main contributing factor. 

Good Conclusion:
It is clear that the combination of both the external and internal economic and political pressures lead to the ultimate collapse of apartheid. Although factors such as the fall of communism made negotiations possible, it is the strain from the economic sanctions alongside the mutually hurting stalemate which led to the government’s inability to guarantee security to the minority.  Furthermore, the government was no longer able to control the majority through force, nor could they still afford to sustain its policies, which forced the government into negotiations with the liberation movement and ultimately the collapse of apartheid.
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This lesson plan is licenced under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.5 South Africa License. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/za/ 

Or

Send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California 94105, USA.
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