"Do not write so that you can be understood, write so that you cannot be misunderstood."
-- Epictetus

Essay Tips

1. outline

2. rough copy

3. peer edit

4. teacher edit (it’s a good idea to ask the teacher to show you “exemplars)

5. title page (name, teacher’s name spelled correctly, date, title, sub title, course)

6. intro & thesis

7. body

8. conclusion

9. number pages at top right starting on second page

10.bibliography (sources you used to paraphrase, get insight, quote (min 2 quotes), footnotes and/or endnotes (etc) in proper format

11.refer to rubric 

12. Formal writing: Make sure you have not used the same word twice in one sentence, make sure you have not used the word you are defining in the definition you are making. Make sure that your writing does not contain informal writing such as abbreviations, numbers in number form, me, myself, I, mine (you can use “we” example, “we as Canadians”).  Avoid any figures of speech unless it is a quote. Imagine yourself as a newspaper editor writing your opinion on something you feel strongly about, you know you can’t use “I” or oral or informal language or you lose credibility and you risk offending the reader or upsetting the reader. Remember the importance of connotation. Global warming means the same thing as global climate change but one term is more scary than the other. If you are watching a hockey game you can always tell which team the announcer is partial to even though they do not come right out and say “I’m hopeful the Canadians will win the game” since they would be fired. Example: 2002 NHL Playoffs, Ottawa Senators winning by one goal over the Toronto Maple Leafs late in the third period and 9:45PM on CBC, Bob Cole reminds viewers that coming up next is The National with Peter Mansbridge at 10PM. Cole goes on to say “…the only person in Canada who doesn’t want overtime.” This statement came across as harmless but it clearly implies he was cheering for Toronto and assumed that all Canadians were Leafs fans and not SENS fans. Imagine you are in university and you spend a week working hard on a 2000 word essay but you get a 62% on it because you used “I” or quoted a source that was not a literary source. Would you go to the Prof. And argue? Although you will most likely not be given opinion essays in university, it’s a good habit to write formally to prepare yourself. University should be fun not stressful. Even opinion essays, like all essays are a response. How you get a level 4 in communications in an opinion essay is the same way you get a level 4 in any type of essay. 

The better your vocabulary and style of writing, the better the flow and clarity of your analysis.

You can get a level 4 on all aspects of the essay but a level 2 on communications because of ho-hum regurgitation or writing that does not reflect a second or third draft. 

Anyone can read and regurgitate, but it takes skill to analyse and bring things together to make an overall coherent point. Replacing “I” for example with “one could argue” is fine but “One could argue…” in every paragraph is repetitive. It is a skill to know what to say and how to say it and when to say it. 

“As illustrated by the following quote….”

“As seen in the film…”

“According to…..”

“Statistically…..” 

“One tends to conclude….”  

Writing your essay is like building a brick wall: if you leave gaping holes all over the place, the entire structure will be weak at best, and may crumble entirely. Even though you're now educated on your topic and think much of it is obvious, it is essential to assume your reader doesn't know much about the topic, unless otherwise specified in the assignment. You should assume your reader knows what the average layperson knows about the subject and write accordingly. This means you should explain what things do, who people are, and how it all fits together instead of just assuming something about your topic is common knowledge. It is better to have a couple sentences that are obvious than to leave the reader confused. Remember to document all your sources! Unless it is Shakespeare, the Bible, or the Dictionary. 

But writing to be understood takes more than stating all the facts. It means your prose itself must be clear and uncomplicated. You can explain very complex ideas without having complex text. This does not mean you should dumb-down your vocabulary. It means that you should make sure you're using words correctly in proper grammatical sentences. If you don't know what a word means or how to use it, look it up or don't use it. Your prose should be free of ambiguity. Sentences should not be choppy, but neither should they run on beyond a single idea. Paragraphs should be logical structures, not random space breaks. If you must say something in a complicated way spanning several sentences, try adding a sentence to summarize the idea. In other words, make every effort possible to be clear about each point in the essay.

How you say what you say is as important as what you're saying.
Just because one of your sources uses bad grammar, hyperbole, or other examples of poor writing, that doesn't mean you should replicate the error. This is especially true of web sources, many of which are not reviewed and edited with the same attention to detail that books are. Some sources may be written for an audience familiar with the topic, and as such are very complicated. 

As you're knitting the points together, think about them. What do the points mean? What are you saying overall by including this point? How does it all relate to the overall topic? Don't be redundant and restate the focus in every paragraph, but make it clear where you're going with each point.

And an invaluable tip for computer users: get into the habit of saving after EVERY paragraph. It's awful to come up with a wonderful way of knitting points together just to have a computer crash or power outage and lose six paragraphs' worth of thought. You can't ever seem to get the same good flow back again.

Introduction

Don't be cheesy in the introduction and conclusion. Don't kiss-up to the teacher or professor by saying how wonderful the topic they're teaching is. Don't elaborate on how exciting you find the entire thing, unless it's an informal essay. Don't use hyperbole. Simply introduce the topic and explain what you're going to write about, without using 'I' at all. You may wish to begin with a blocked quotation if you have found one that really sums up your focus point well. Don't use one just for the sake of starting that way, though. Compare the following examples of how we could start our widget watching essay:

"By far, Joe Smith's most important contribution to the field of widget watching was the widgetiscope" (Bogus 93).

Although the field of widget watching is ancient, many people don't know about it. Now that I am taking Widget Watching 101, I have learned that it is a very worthwhile study. The field was changed forever by the invention of the widgetiscope by Joe Smith in the 1800s. This essay will talk more about Joe Smith, his life and times, and his contributions to widget watching. I plan to outline his life and contributions, as well as provide some basic information on widget watching.

...OR...
"In the vast field of widget watching, no one person has made more of a dramatic contribution than Joe Smith" (Doorknocker 37).

Widgets are [insert paraphrased dictionary definition] (Oxford 408). According to Diddledum, widget watching is the scientific study of widgets and their behaviour in laboratory conditions (27). In the late 1800s, the field was burgeoning with associations of widget watchers in New York, London, Paris and Cairo (Diddledum 203-204). But it was Joe Smith, a man whose life was dedicated to widgetry, who elevated the science to new heights through his contributions.

The second one clearly sounds more like a formal essay introduction.

Of course, it's still a bit awkward, mostly because of the heavy reliance on quotations. Sometimes you can't avoid the quotations, because you don't want to risk plagiarising. An introduction doesn't have to be done in one paragraph, and definitions don't necessarily have to come first. Let's try to make the introduction better by removing some of the initial citations and giving the words some breathing room. We'll keep the introductory quotation, though, because it's a good, solid statement summarizing why the reader should care about Joe Smith.

"In the vast field of widget watching, no one person has made more of a dramatic contribution than Joe Smith" (Doorknocker 37).

In the late 1800s, widget watching was a burgeoning science, with widget watcher associations springing up in New York, London, Paris and Cairo (Diddledum 203-204). A member of the New York chapter named Joe Smith elevated the science to new heights through his contributions. Smith's lifelong dedication to widget watching produced several publications as well as his crowning achievement: the widgetiscope.

Widgets are [insert paraphrased dictionary definition] (Oxford 408). According to Diddledum, widget watching is the scientific study of widgets and their behaviour in laboratory conditions (27).

This introduction gives the reader the essential information fairly quickly, but draws them in first before hitting them with the dictionary. It also establishes the fact that Smith's life story is relevant, and thus hints that his life will be discussed in the essay. Furthermore, it introduces the concept of the widgetiscope as something important without getting into the nitty gritty of why it is important.

Keep in mind that quotations longer than two normal lines of the page should be put into blocked form. A blocked quotation has the margins indented on both sides, does not use quotation marks, but does require the same attribution as any other quotation. Here's a sample:



Smith's initial experiments found that the widgetiscope results varied based on how the entire device was set up, and whether or not it was placed on a level surface. The widgets would sometimes slip on the slide, making the watching a challenge. The materials used in the construction of the widgetiscope itself also seemed to affect the outcome of the experiments. Smith's diary reflects how stressful the invention process was:

My housekeeper has chastised me for the fifth time this week, for I continually forget to eat the food she places by my study door. She was most perturbed when she discovered I had not even touched the stroganoff she had prepared for my birthday, as that is my favourite dish. I, of course, had lost track of time so badly that I did not even know my birthday had come and gone. (Bogus 207)

Smith's total dedication to his project would finally pay off, however, when he discovered that...



If you use too many blocked quotations, your essay becomes disjointed. Only use quotations this long if there's something special, significant, or particularly brilliant about the way the source wrote it or spoke it. For example, an essay on a great speaker such as Churchill, Lincoln, or Gandhi would have reason to include large portions of their speeches, and rewording those quotations could trivialize them. But there's no real reason to cut-and-paste unwieldy paragraphs from average sources into your essay if they would fit better when paraphrased.

