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AN IMPORTANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WRITING AND TALKING

In your everyday conversation, you make all kinds of points or assertions.  You say, for example,  “It’s not safe to walk in our neighborhood after dark”; “My boss is a hard person to work for”; or “Poor study habits keep getting me into trouble.”  The points that you make concern personal matters as well as, at times, outside issues: “That trade will be a disaster for the team”; “Lots of TV commercials are degrading to women”; “Students should have to work for a year before attending college.”

The people you are talking with do not always challenge you to give reasons for your statements.  They may know why you feel as you do, or they may already agree with you, or they simply may not want to put you on the spot; and so they do not always ask, “Why?” The people who read what you write, however, may not know you, agree with you, or feel in any way obliged to you.  So if you want to communicate effectively with them, you must provide solid evidence for any point you make.  An important difference, then, between writing and talking is this: In writing, any idea that you advance must be supported with specific reasons or details.

Think of your readers as reasonable persons.  They will not take your views on faith, but they are willing to accept what you say as long as you support it.  So remember to support with specific evidence any statement that you make.

POINT AND SUPPORT IN AN ESSAY

Much of your college writing will be in the form of five-hundred-word essays – papers of several paragraphs that support a single point.  An essay typically consists of an introductory paragraph, three supporting paragraphs, and a concluding paragraph.  The central idea, or point, developed in an essay is called a thesis statement rather than, as in a paragraph, a topic sentence.  A thesis appears in the introductory paragraph, and the specific support for the thesis appears in the paragraphs that follow.  The supporting paragraphs allow for a fuller treatment of the evidence that backs up the central point than would be possible in a single-paragraph paper.

WHY WRITE ESSAYS?

Mastering the essay form will help, first of all, on a practical level.  For other courses, you will write specific forms of essays, such as the report and research paper.  Many of your written tests will be in the form of essay exams.  In addition, the basic structure of an essay will help in career-related writing, from a job application letter to the memos and reports that may become part of your work.

Pre-Writing Steps

There are three main steps involved before you actually write your report.

These steps are:


a.
Choosing a topic


b.
Narrowing a topic


c.
Outlining ideas

a.
Choosing a topic

The first thing involved in writing a report is to choose a topic.  You should choose a topic which reflects your interest and understanding.  Think over the topics that really interest you.  Next make a short list of possible topics.  Then choose the topic which seems most promising.

b.
Narrowing a topic

The next step is to narrow your topic down to small, workable unit.  For example, the topic you have chosen is “Skin Cancer”.  This topic can be narrowed down to a more specific topic:

 Skin Cancer


      The Causes of Skin Cancer


The Causes of Skin Cancer around the world


Main risk factors for Skin Cancer, based on Australia and Malaysia

Activity

Look at how the topic “Tourist Spots in Malaysia” has been narrowed down.

Tourist spots in Malaysia


Penang beaches


Batu Ferringhi


The Attraction of Batu Ferringhi

A. Supply the most specific topic you can think of in the blanks provided.

1.

Information Technology


Computers


Uses of Computers


__________________________________________________________________

2.


      The Decline of the English Language

The Decline of English in Malaysia


The Decline of English among Malaysian students


Factors contributing to the declining standard of English among Malaysian students

__________________________________________________________________

3.




     Illnesses

Incurable illnesses

Multiple Sclerosis


B. Narrow the following topics to reach an interesting, specific topic for investigation:

1.



        Cigarette Smoking


_______________________________

_________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

2. Politics


____________________________

________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

3.




  Newspaper


____________________

_______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

4.




  Television


______________________

_______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5.



The Greenhouse Effect

___________________________

___________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

C. Get into small groups.  Brainstorm three or more topics between you to practise narrowing them into interesting, specific topics.  If you have already selected your topics for the Academic Report, discuss in your group whether or not your topic is specific enough for a short investigation.

You should now be in a position to begin researching your topic with a degree of focus.  You can select sources which discuss your specific topic as well as the general topic.

FORMULATING A THESIS STATEMENT

After pursuing your objective via your procedure, certain findings will emerge.  These findings will address your original question.  They may provide an absolute answer (“yes” or “no”; “should” or “should not”) but more likely they will suggest a leaning towards one side (“probably will”, “probably will not”, “is likely to”, “is unlikely to”, “is the most significant”; “should be legalised under certain conditions”.) Beware of over-simplifying the issue.  It is unlikely that you could reach and absolute conclusion based on limited resources and time.

Now, you are ready to formulate a thesis statement.  The thesis statement should make a single, specific assertion about your topic.  If should contain your opinion about the issue based on your research.  It should be unified, not appearing in tow halves.

Checklist for Thesis Statement
(  does it make an assertion about your topic?

(  does it convey your opinion?

(  is it limited to a single idea?

(  is it specific?

(  is the statement unified so that be parts relate to each other?

	REVISING THE THESIS STATEMENT

	Faulty Original
	Revised

	This study is about the role of women in World War II.
(  not specific : which women?

                        what role?

(  no assertion/opinion :  

               a major or minor role?

               significant or insignificant?


	British women played a significant       role in World War II, both at the front with medical support and back at home in the industrial sector.

	The Greenhouse Effect should be reversed and it is destroying our planet.

(  not specific : what aspect of Greenhouse effect?

                        what damage?

(  not unified : “and” does not show cause & effect.  


	The Greenhouse Effect should be reversed because climate change will have disastrous effects on the earth’s flora and fauna.

	Cloning will be possible in humans and it will provide overwhelming advantages for humankind in the future.

(  not specific : which humans? 

                         (already done on embryos)

                         what advantage?

(  not a single idea :

              1.  biological investigation

                             - is it possible?

              2. ethical investigation

                             - is it acceptable?


	Cloning will be possible in adult human just as it has been carried out on sheep.

OR

Despite the fear with which many regard the possibility of adult human cloning, it would provide overwhelming advantages for humankind in the future in social and medical terms.


BEGIN WITH A POINT OR THESIS

Your first step in writing is to decide what point you want to make and to write out that point in a single sentence.  Formulating your point or thesis right at the start will help in two ways.  First, you will find out at once whether you have a clear and workable thesis.  Second, you will be able to use the thesis as a guide while writing your essay.  You know what material to include by frequently asking yourself, “Does this support my thesis? “With the thesis as a guide, your chances of drifting away from the point of the essay are greatly reduced.

WRITING A GOOD THESIS

To write a good thesis, you must begin with a subject that is neither too broad nor too narrow.  Suppose a teacher asks you to write a paper on some aspect of marriage.  Such a topic is obviously too broad to cover in hundred-word essay.  You would have to write a book to support adequately and point you might make about the general subject of marriage.  What you need to do, then, is to limit your subject.  Narrow this down until you have a thesis that you can deal with specifically in four hundred to five hundred words.  In the box that follows are examples of narrowed subjects.

	General Subject
	Limited Subject
	Thesis

	Marriage
	Honeymoon
	A honeymoon is perhaps the worst way to begin a marriage.



	Family
	Older sister
	My older sister helped me overcome my shyness.



	Television
	TV preachers
	TV evangelists use sales techniques to promote their messages.



	Children
	Disciplining of children
	My husband and I have several effective ways of disciplining our children



	Science
	Cloning
	Legalizing human cloning could destroy man’s individuality and identity.



	Sports
	Player’s salaries
	High players’ salaries are bad for the game, for the fans, and for the values our children are developing.




Activity

Sometimes a subject must go through several stages of limiting before it is narrow enough to write about.  Below are four lists reflecting several stages that writers went through in moving from a general subject to a narrow thesis statement.  Number the stages in each list from 1 to 5, with 1 making the broadest stage and 5 marking the thesis.

	List 1
	
	List 2
	

	_________

_________

_________

_________

_________
	Teachers

Education

Math teacher

My high school math teacher was excellent

High school math teacher
	__________

__________

__________

__________

__________
	Bicycles

Dangers of bike riding

Recreation

Recreation vehicles

Bike riding in the city is a dangerous activity


	List 3
	
	List 4
	

	_________

_________

_________

_________

_________
	Financial institutions

Bank

Dealing with customers

Working in a bank

I’ve learned how to handle unpleasant bank customers.


	__________

__________

__________

__________

__________
	Camping

First camping trip

Summer vacation

My first camping trip was a disastrous experience

Vacations




Later in this handout, you will get more practice in narrowing general subjects to thesis statements.

COMMON ERRORS IN WRITING A THESIS

When writing thesis statements, people often make one of several mistakes that undermine their chances of producing an effective essay.  One mistake is to substitute an announcement of the subject for a true thesis idea.  Other mistakes include writing theses that are too broad or too narrow, or theses that have more than one idea.  Following are examples of all four errors.

1. Announcements

The subject of this paper will be my parents.  

I want to talk about the crime wave in our country.  

The “baby boom” generation is the concern of this essay.

2. Statements That Are Too Broad

My parents have been the most influential people in my life.

Crime is a major concern of everyone in our country.

The “baby boom” generation has changed history.

3. Statements That Are Too Narrow

My parents had only one child.

In the last year there have been over twenty robberies in our neighborhood.

The member of the post-World War II “baby boom” make up the largest single age group in America.

4. Statements That Contain More Than One Idea

My parents helped me grow in important ways, although in other respects I was limited.

The problem of America’s overcrowded prisons must be solved, and judges must start handing out tougher sentences.

The “baby boom” generation has had many advantages, but it also faces many problems.

In the first group above, the sentences are not thesis statements but simple announcements of a topic idea.  For instance, “The subject of this paper will be my parents” does not make a point but merely tells, in a rather weak and unimaginative way, the writer’s general subject.  A thesis statement must advance a point about a limited subject.

In the second group above, all the statements are too broad to be supported adequately.  For example, “My parents have been the most influential people in my life” could not be supported with specific details in five hundred words or less.  There are many autobiographies in which authors have devoted entire chapters to detailing the influence of their mothers or fathers on their lives.

In the third group above, there is no room in any of the three statements for support to be given.  For instance, “My parents had only one child” is too narrow to be expanded into a paper.  It is a simple fact that does not lend itself too much discussion.  Such a statement is sometimes called a dead-end statement; there is no place to go with it.  On the other hand, “My parents helped me grow in three important ways” is a point that you could go on to write about in an essay.

In the last group, each of the statements contains more than one idea.  For instance, “My parents helped me grow in important ways, although in other respects I was limited” appears to have two separate ideas (“parents helped me grow” and “in other respects I was limited”).  Thus the reader does not know what the real focus will be.


Activity

Part A: Write TN in the space next to each statement that is too narrow to be developed in an essay.  Write TB beside each statement that is too broad to be covered in an essay.

	__________
	1.  The way our society treats its elderly people is unbelievable.



	__________
	2.  The first car that I owned was a Ford.



	__________
	3.  Computers have changed our society.



	__________


	4.  People who eat a lot of red meat are almost three times more likely to get colon cancer than people who eat mostly fist and chicken.



	__________
	5. Action must be taken against drugs.





Part B: Write A beside each sentence that is an announcement rather than a thesis statement.  Write 2 beside each statement that contains more than one idea.

	__________
	6.  My last car was dependable, but many American cars are poorly made.



	__________
	7. The subject of this essay is daily prayer in our public schools.



	__________
	8. Soap operas show many stereotyped characters, although they also portray real problems in American life.



	__________
	9.  I am going to write on my ideas concerning “F” grades.



	__________
	10.  The hardest teacher I ever had taught me a lesson I will never forget.




COMPLETING THESIS STATEMENTS

Activity

Complete the following thesis statements by adding a third supporting point that will parallel the two already provided.

1. Because I never took college preparatory courses in high school, I entered college deficient in mathematics, study skills, and _________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

2. A good salesperson needs to like people, to be aggressive, and ________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3. Rather than blame myself for failing the course, I blamed the professor, my adviser, and even __________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

4. Anyone who buys an old house planning to fix it up should be prepared to put in a lot of time, hard work, and  _________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

5. Our old car eats gas, makes funny noises, and _____________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

6. My mother, my best friend, and my _____________________________________________________ ____________________________________________ are three people who are very important in my life right now.

7. Getting married too young was a mistake because we hadn’t finished our education, we weren’t ready for children, and  ___________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

8.
Some restaurant patrons seem to leave their honesty, their cleanliness, and their __________________________________________________________________________________


________________________________________________ at home.

9. During my first semester at college, I had to learn how to manage my time, how to manage my diet, and ________________________________________________.

10.
Three experiences I wish I could forget are the time I fell off a ladder, the time I tried to fix my parents’ lawn mower, and  ___________________________________________________________


_________________________________________________________________

A Model Essay

The following model should help you understand clearly the form of an essay.  The writer of the paragraph on moviegoing later decided to develop he subject more fully.  Here is the essay that resulted.

The Hazards of Moviegoing

	Introductory

paragraph
First 

supporting

paragraph

Second 

supporting

paragraph

Third supporting paragraph

Concluding 

paragraph


	I am a movie fanatic.  When friends want to know what picture won the Oscar in 1980 or who played the police chief in Jaws, they ask me.  My friends, though, have stopped asking me if I want to go out to the movies.  The problems in getting to the theater, the theater itself, and the behavior of some patrons are all reasons why I often wait for a movie to show up on TV.

First of all, just getting to the theater presents difficulties.  Leaving a home equipped with a TV and a video recorder isn’t an attractive idea on a humid, cold, or rainy night.  Even if the weather cooperates, there is still a thirty-minute drive to the theater down a congested highway, followed by the hassle of looking for a parking space.  And then there are the lines.  After hooking yourself to the end of a human chain, you worry about whether there will be enough tickets, whether you will get seats together, and whether many people will sneak into the line ahead of you.

Once you have made it to the box office and gotten your tickets, you are confronted with the problems of the theater itself.  If you are in one of the run-down older theaters, you must adjust to the musty smell of seldom cleaned carpets.  Escaped springs lurk in the faded plush or cracked leather seats, and half the seats you sit in seem loose or tilted so that you sit at a strange angle.  The newer twin and quad theaters offer their own problems.  Sitting in an area only one-quarter the size of a regular theater, moviegoers often have to put up with the sound of the movie next door.  This is especially jarring when the other movie involves racing cars or a karate war and you are trying to enjoy a quiet love story.  And whether the theater is old or new, it will have floors that seem to be coated with rubber cement.  By the end of a movie, shoes almost have to be pried off the floor because they have become sealed to a deadly compound of spilled soda, hardening bubble gum, and crushed Ju-Jubes.

Some of the patrons are even more of a problem than the theater itself.  Little kids race up and down the aisles, usually in giggling packs.  Teenagers try to impress their friends by talking back to the screen, whistling, and making what they consider to be hilarious noises.  Adults act as if they were at home in their own living rooms and comment loudly on the ages of the stars or why movies aren’t as good anymore.  And people of all ages crinkle candy wrappers, stick gum on their seats, and drop popcorn tubs or cups of crushed ice and soda on the floor.  They also cough and burp, squirm endlessly in their seats, file out of the armrest on either side of your seat.

After arriving home from the movies one night, I decided that I was not going to be a moviegoer anymore.  I was tired of the problems involved in getting to the movies and dealing with the theater itself and some of the patrons.  The next day I arranged to have a cable TV service installed in my home.  I may now see movies a bit later than other people, but I’ll be more relaxed watching box office hits in the comfort of my own living room. 


Diagram of an Essay
The following diagram shows you at a glance the different parts of a standard college essay.


                                                                                     Title of the Essay














* Every good paragraph has a topic sentence, which clearly states the topic and the controlling idea of a paragraph.  It is a complete sentence and is often the first sentence in the paragraph.  It names the topic and then limits the topic to a specific area to be discussed in the space of a single paragraph.

Activity

Identify the topic sentences and the specific (supporting) details in the essay “The Hazards of Moviegoing”.

OUTLINING

As already mentioned, outlining is central to writing a good essay.  An outline lets you see, and work on, the bare bones of a paper, without the distraction of a clutter of words and sentences.  It develops your ability to think in a clear and logical manner.  Outlining provides a quick check on whether your paper will be unified.  It suggests right at the start whether your paper will be adequately supported.  And it shows you how to plan a paper that is will organized.

The following series of exercises will help you develop your outlining skill that is so important to planning and writing a solid essay.

Activity

One key to effective outlining is the ability to distinguish between major ideas and details that fit under those ideas.  The exercise below will develop your ability to generalize from a list of details and to determine a major thought.

Major and minor ideas are mixed together in the two lists below.  Put the ideas into logical order by filling in the outlines that follow.

Thesis: My high school had three problem areas.

	Involved with drugs
	a.  ___________________________________

	Leaky ceilings
	    (1)  ________________________________

	Students
	    (2)  ________________________________

	Unwilling to help after class
	b.  ___________________________________

	Formed cliques
	    (1)  ________________________________

	Teachers
	    (2)  ________________________________

	Buildings
	c.  ___________________________________

	Ill-equipped gym
	    (1)  ________________________________

	Much too strict
	    (2)  ________________________________


1. Thesis : Working as a dishwasher in a restaurant was my worst job.

	Ten-hour shifts
	a.  ___________________________________

	Heat in kitchen
	    (1)  ________________________________

	Working conditions
	    (2)  ________________________________

	Minimum wage
	b.  ___________________________________

	Hours changed every week
	    (1)  ________________________________

	No bonus for overtime
	    (2)  ________________________________

	Hours
	c.  ___________________________________

	Pay
	    (1)  ________________________________

	Noisy work area
	    (2)  ________________________________


Activity

Read the following essay and outline it in the spaces provided.  Write out the central point and topic sentences and summarize in a few words the supporting material that fits under each sentence.  One item is summarized for you as an example.

Losing Touch

Steve, a typical American, stays home on workdays.   He plugs into his personal computer terminal in order to hook up with the office.  After work, he puts on his stereo headphones, watches a movie on his home video recorder, or challenges himself to a game of electronic baseball.  On many days, Steve doesn’t talk to any other human beings, and he doesn’t see any people except those on television.  Steve is imaginary, but his lifestyle is very possible.  The inventions of modern technology seem to be cutting us off from contact with out fellow human beings.

Thesis:  __________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
The world of business is one area in which technology is isolating us.  Many people now work alone at home.  With access to a large central computer, employees such as secretaries, insurance agents, and accountants do their jobs at display terminals in their own homes.  They no longer actually have to see the people they’re dealing with.  In addition, employees are often paid in an impersonal way.  Worker’s salaries are automatically credited to their bank accounts, eliminating the need for paychecks.  Fewer people stand in line with their coworkers to receive their pay or cash their checks.  Finally, personal banking is becoming a detached process.  Customers interact with machines rather than people to deposit or withdraw money for their accounts.  Even some bank loans are approved or rejected, not in an interview with a loan officer, but through a display on a computer screen.

First topic sentence : ______________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Support :
1.   Many people now work alone at home.



2.   _________________________________________________________



3.   _________________________________________________________



     a.    ______________________________________________________

b. ______________________________________________________

Another area that technology is changing is entertainment.  Music, for instance, was once a group experience.  People listened to music at concert halls or in small social gatherings.  For many people now, however, music is a solitary experience.  Walking along the street or sitting in their living rooms, they wear headphones to build a wall of music around them.  Movie entertainment is changing, too.  Movies used to be social events.  Now,  fewer people are going out to see a movie.  Many more are choosing to wait for a film to appear on cable television.  Instead of being involved with the laughter, applause, or hisses of the audience, viewers watch movies in the isolation of their own living rooms.

Second topic sentence: _____________________________________________________________________

Support :
1.  _________________________________________________________



2.  _________________________________________________________

Education is a third important area in which technology is separating us from others.  From elementary schools to colleges, students spend more and more time sitting by themselves in front of computers.  The computers give them feedback, while teachers spend more time tending the computers and less time interacting with their classes.  A similar problem occurs in homes.  As more families buy computers, increasing numbers of students practice their math and reading skills with software programs instead of with their friends, brothers and sisters, and parents.  Last, alienation is occurring as a result of another high-tech invention, videotapes.  People are buying videocassette tapes on subjects such as cooking, real estate investment, speaking, and speed-reading.  They then practice their skills at home rather than by taking group classes in which a rich human interaction can occur.

Third topic sentence : _______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

Support :
1.  _________________________________________________________

   

2.  _________________________________________________________



3.  _________________________________________________________

Technology, then, seems to be driving human beings apart.  Soon, we may no longer need to communicate with other human beings in order to do our work, entertain ourselves, or play the games we enjoy.  Machines will be the coworkers and companions of the future.

WRITING A THESIS STATEMENT (Revision)
Activity

This activity will give you practice in writing an effective thesis – one that is neither too broad nor too narrow for the supporting points in an essay.  An added value of the activity is that sometimes you will construct your thesis after you have decided what your supporting points will be.  You will need to know, then, how to write a thesis that will match exactly the points that you have developed.

1. Thesis : ___________________________________________________________

a. My first car was a rebellious – looking one which matched the way I felt and acted as a teenager.

b. My next car reflected my more mature and practical adult self.

c. My latest car seems to tell me that I’m aging; it shows my growing concern with comfort and safety.

2. Thesis :  __________________________________________________________

a. Going to a two-year college can save up to $10,000 dollars in tuition.

b. If the college is nearby, there are no room and board costs.

c. All the course credits that are accumulated can be transferred to a four-year school.

3. Thesis :  __________________________________________________________

a. First, I tried simply avoiding the snacks aisle of the supermarket.

b. Then I started limiting myself to only five units of any given snack.

c. Finally, in desperation, I began keeping the cellophane bags of snacks in a padlocked cupboard.

4. Thesis :  __________________________________________________________

a. The holiday can be frightening for little children and can encourage vandalism in older ones.

b. Children can be struck by cars while wearing vision-obstructing masks and dark costumes.

c. More and more incidents of deadly treats filled with razor blades or contaminated with poisons are occurring.

5. Thesis :  __________________________________________________________

a. First of all, I was a typical “type A” personality: anxious, impatient, and hard-driving.

b. I also had a family history of relatives with heart trouble.

c. My unhealthy lifestyle, though, was probably the major factor.

LIMITING A TOPIC AND WRITING A THESIS

Activity

Look carefully at the ten general and limited subjects below.  Then see if you can write a thesis for any five of them.

Hint: To create a thesis for a limited subject, ask yourself. “What point do I want to make about __________________________________________ (my limited subject)?”

	
	General Subject
	
	Limited Subject



	1.
	Apartment
	1.
	Sharing an apartment with a roommate.



	2.
	Self-improvement
	2.
	Behavior toward others.



	3.
	Family
	3.
	My mother



	4.
	Eating out
	4.
	Fast-food restaurants



	5.
	Automobiles
	5.
	Bad driving habits



	6.
	Health
	6.
	Regular exercise



	7.
	Owning a house
	7.
	Do-it-yourself repairs around the house



	8.
	Baseball
	8.
	Free-agent system



	9.
	Parenthood
	9.
	Being a single parent



	10.
	Pollution
	10.
	Noise pollution




Thesis statement for five of the limited subjects:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

SUPPORTING DETAILS

The first essential step in writing a successful essay is to formulate a clearly stated thesis.  The second basic step is to support the thesis with specific reasons or details.

To ensure that your essay will have adequate support, you may find an informal outline very helpful.  Write down a brief version of your thesis idea and then work out and jot down the three points that will support that thesis.

Here is the informal outline that was prepared by the author of the essay on movie going:

Movie going is a problem.

1. Getting there

2. Theater itself

3. Patrons.

An informal outline like this one looks simple, but achieving it often requires a great deal of careful thinking.  The time spent, though, on developing a logical outline is invaluable.  Once you have planned out the steps that logically support your thesis, you will be in an excellent position to go on to write an effective essay.

Activity

Complete the following informal outlines, by adding a third logical supporting point that will parallel the two already provided.

1. At our school, the library is the worst place to study.

a. Uncomfortable chairs and tables

b. Little privacy

c. ____________________________________________________________

2. College students should live at home.

a. Stay in touch with family

b. Avoid distractions of dorm or apartment life

c.           ____________________________________________________________

3. _________________________________________ is the worst job I’ve ever had.

a. Difficult boss

b. Poor pay

4. College is a stressful situation for many people.

a. Worry about grades

b. Worry about being accepted

c. ____________________________________________________________

THE IMPORTANCE OF SPECIFIC DETAILS

Just as a thesis must be developed with three supporting points, those supporting points must be developed with specific details.  Specific details have two key values.  First of all, details excite the reader’s interest.  They make writing a pleasure to read, for we all enjoy learning particulars about people, places, and things.  Second, details serve to explain a writer’s points.  They give the evidence needed for us to see and understand general ideas.

All too often, the body paragraphs in essays contain vague generalities rather than the specific supporting details that are needed to engage and convince a reader.  Here is what one of the paragraphs in “The Hazards of Moviegoing” would have looked like if the writer had not vividly detailed her supporting evidence.

Some of the other patrons are even more of a problem than the theater itself.  Many people in the theater often show themselves to be inconsiderate.  They make noises and create disturbances at their seats.  Included are people in every age group, from the young to the old.  Some act as if they were at home in their own living rooms watching the TV set.  And people are often messy, so that you’re constantly aware of all the food they’re eating.  People are also always moving around near you, creating a disturbance and interrupting your enjoyment of the movie.

ADDING DETAILS TO COMPLETE AN ESSAY

Activity

The following essay needs specific details to back up the ideas in its supporting paragraphs.  In the spaces provided, add a sentence or two of clear, convincing details for each idea.  This activity will give you practice at supplying specific details and an initial feel for writing an essay.

Life without Television

When my family’s only television set went to the repair shop the other day, my parents, my sister, and I thought we would have a terrible week.  How could we get through the long evenings in such a quiet house?  What would it be like without all the shows to keep us company?  We soon realized, though, that living without television for a while some activities alone, to complete some postponed chores, and to spend rewarding time with each other and friends.

First of all, with no television to complete for our time, we found plenty of hours for personal interests.  We all read more that week than we had read during the six months before.  

______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
We each also enjoyed some hobbies we had ignored for ages. _____________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
In addition, my sister and I both stopped procrastinating with our homework.  __________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Second, we did chores that had been hanging over our heads for too long.  There were many jobs around the house that had needed attention for some time. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

We also had a chance to do some long-postponed shopping.  ________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

And each of us also did some letter writing or other paperwork that was long overdue. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Finally, and probably most important, we spent time with each other.  Instead of being in the same room together while we stared at a screen, we actually talked for many pleasant hours.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Moreover, for the first time in years my family played some games together.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

And because we didn’t have to worry about missing this or that show, we had some family friends over a couple of evenings and spent an enjoyable time with them.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Once our television set returned, we were not prepared to put it in the attic.  But we had a sense of how it can take over our lives if we are not careful.  We are now more selective.  We turn on the set for our favorite shows, certain sports events, and the news, but we don’t leave it running all night.  As a result, we find we an enjoy television and still have time left for other activities and interests.

THE INTRODUCTORY PARAGRAPH

All writers (even professionals) complain that the most difficult part of writing is getting started.  How many times have you wasted valuable minutes during an essay examination trying to think of your first sentence?  Getting started, or writing an introduction, can be easy if you remember that an introduction has four purposes:

1. It introduces the topic of the essay.

2. It gives a general background of the topic.

3. It often indicates the overall “plan” of the essay.

4. It should arouse the reader’s interest in the topic.

___________________________________

The Introduction has two parts :

I. General statements

II. A thesis statement

___________________________________


Notice the two parts of the following introductory paragraph.

Model 1: The introductory paragraph

Introduction
A person born in the twentieth century has seen a lot of changes take place in almost all areas of human life.  Some people are excited by the challenges that these changes offer; others want to return to the simpler, less automated life style of the past.  Living in the twentieth century has certain advantages such as a higher standard of living, but it also has some disadvantages such as a polluted environment, the depersonalization of human relationships, and the weakening of spiritual values.

The first sentence in an introductory paragraph should be a very general comment about the subject.  Its purpose is to attract the reader’s attention and to give background information on the topic.  Each subsequent sentence should become more specific than the previous one and finally lead into the thesis statement.

________________________________________

General stataments :

I. introduce the topic of the essay

II. give background information on the topic.

_________________________________________

The thesis statement is the most important sentence in the introduction.  It states the specific topic and lists the major subtopics that will be discussed in the body of the essay.  Furthermore, it often indicates the method of organization such as chronological order, or order of importance.



       ___________________________________________________

The thesis statement:

1. states the main topic.

2. lists the subdivisions of the topic.

3. may indicate the method of organization of the entire paper.

4. carries the writer’s opinion on the topic.

5. is usually the last sentence in the introductory paragraph.

_____________________________________________________________

THE CONCLUDING PARAGRAPH

The final paragraph is the conclusion, a very important part of the essay.  In this paragraph you tell the reader that you have completed the essay.  This is achieved by either writing a summary of the main points discussed in the body of the essay or by rewriting the thesis statement in different words.  Then you add your final comments on the subject – food for thought.  Since this is your last opportunity to make your point, you should write a strong, effective message that will be remembered.

________________________________________

The concluding paragraph consists of:

1. a summary of the main points

2. a restatement of your thesis in different words

3. your final comment on the subject

________________________________________________

Note: Introduce the concluding paragraph with a transition signal.

Study the introduction and conclusion for the following model essay on the advantages and disadvantages of living in the twentieth century.  Is the concluding paragraph a summary of the main points of the essay or is it a paraphrase of the thesis statement?  Is there a final message for the reader?

Model 2: The concluding paragraph
Introduction
A person born in the twentieth century has seen many changes take place in almost all areas of human life.  Some people are excited by the challenges that these changes offer; others want to return to the simpler, less automated life style of the past.  Living in the twentieth century has certain advantages, such as a higher standard of living, but it also has some disadvantages such as a polluted environment, the depersonalization of human relationships, and the weakening of spiritual values.

Conclusion
In conclusion, although the twentieth century has indeed given us a lot of advantages by making us richer, healthier and freer to enjoy our lives, it has, in my opinion, not made us wiser.  The twentieth century has also made our Earth dirtier, our people less humane, and our spiritual lives poorer.  We should continue to enjoy the benefits of technological advancements because they free us to pursue our interests and goals.  However, we must make a concerted effort to preserve our natural environment for future generations.  Moreover, we should take the time now to make our lives more meaningful in an increasingly impersonal, mechanized world.

Writing Concluding Paragraphs.

A. Write concluding paragraph for the following introduction.

STEP 1  Summarize the main points or paraphrase the thesis statement.

STEP 2  Add your own comments as a final message to the reader.

Paragraph 1

The busy schedules that most Americans face from day to day have created a rising health problem in the United States.  Stress affects almost everyone, from the highly pressured executive to the busy homemaker or student.  It can cause a variety of physical disorders, ranging from headaches to stomach ulcers and even alcoholism.  Stress is not a problem that can be cured like a common cold; however, it can be controlled.  A person can learn to control stress by setting realistic goals, enjoying a hobby and/or physical exercise, and by maintaining a good, warm relationship with family and friends.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

PARAGRAPH ESSENTIALS

TOPIC SENTENCE

A well written paragraph is an enlargement of a single idea.  The length of a paragraph may vary but all the sentences in a paragraph have a common purpose to expand the main idea.

In most paragraphs, the main idea is found in the topic sentences (TS).  Therefore, the topic sentence is the most important sentences in the paragraph.

It tells :


(a)
what the paragraph is about


(b)
states the main idea of the paragraph


(c)
sets clear and definite focus to the topic

The topic sentence can be found in various positions as illustrated in the examples below.

Type 1 
A good student, who wants to acquire knowledge, is careful to follow specific steps to achieve maximum understanding.  First, wherever possible he prepares in advance for the lecture he is going to attend.  He studies and reads ahead the topic to be discussed.  Second, on arriving at the lecture hall, he chooses a place where he can see and hear the lecturer well. Finally, when the lecture is over, he reviews and evaluates the ideas that are discussed.

In the example above, the main idea is stated in the first sentences.  All the other sentences support this idea by giving examples.  This type of paragraph development can be diagrammatically illustrated by a triangle with the apex pointing downwards.  The base line of the triangle represents the position of the topic sentence.
Type 2 

Wherever possible, a good student prepares in advance for the lecture he is going to attend.  He studies and reads ahead the topic to be discussed.  On arriving at the lecture hall, he chooses a seat where he can see and hear the lecturer well.  When the lecture is over he reviews and evaluates the ideas that are discussed.  Thus, a good student, who wants to acquire knowledge, takes specific steps to achieve maximum understanding.

In this example, details are given first and the main idea is stated at the end of the paragraph.

Type 3 (X)

Wherever possible, a good student prepares in advance for the lecture he is going to attend.  He studies and reads ahead the topic to be discussed.  A good student, as you are beginning to see, takes specific steps to achieve maximum understanding.  Furthermore, on arriving at the lecture hall, he chooses a seat where he can see and hear the lecturer well.  Finally, when the lecture is over, he reviews and evaluates ideas that are discussed.

In this example, the writer begins and ends with details to support the topic sentences that appears in the middle of the paragraph.  Since the topic sentences is embedded in the middle the diagram resembles a diamond.

Type 4 

A good student, who wants to acquire knowledge, is careful to follow specific steps to achieve maximum understanding.  First, wherever possible he prepares in advance for the lecture he is going to attend.  He studies and reads ahead the topic to be discussed.  Second, on arriving at the lecture hall, he chooses a place where he can see and hear the lecturer well.  Finally when the lecturer is over he reviews and evaluates the ideas that are discussed.  Effective learning is an active process in which a student deliberately takes certain actions to ensure that maximum understanding occurs.

The above examples shows how the writer has developed the paragraph by inserting details between two sentences that contain the main idea of the paragraph - the first and the last sentences.

Type 5 
Wherever possible a good student prepares in advance for the lecture he is going to attend.  He studies and reads ahead the topic to be discussed.  On arriving at the lecture hall, he chooses a place where he can see and hear the lecturer well.  When the lecture is over, he reviews and evaluates the ideas that are discussed.

In this paragraph, the main idea is not stated explicitly.  However, all the sentences work together to describe the steps a good student would take to achieve maximum understanding of a lecture.  Since no one sentences takes lead the square diagram would best illustrate this type of paragraph development.

WRITING THE TOPIC SENTENCE

A good topic sentence includes the following :-

1. It states an opinion or attitude that can be supported by details and examples.


e.g.  The weather is bad today.


Support :  thunderstorm and lightning strong wind

2. It is specific enough to be clear and interesting.


e.g.  Parenthood is the most exciting event for married couples. 

3. It gives a definite direction to a paragraph.


e.g.  Computers make clerical work easier.

4. It expresses the main idea of a paragraph.


e.g.  Raising the age of driving to 20 will save many lives.

Activity

Develop the following supporting points into a paragraph.  Write and underline your topic sentences.  The topic sentences may appear in any position.

1.
Library


(a)
to students








-  find materials for assignments



-  place to study


(b)
to teachers



-  prepare class materials



-  keep abreast with new developments.

2.
Swimming


(a)
good for the muscles



-  well-toned shoulders and legs


(b)
lose weight



-  trims down fatty tissues


(c)
doesn’t hurt body joints



-  safe form of exercise for the whole body

3.
College


(a)
people



-  making new friends



-  learn different cultures


(b)
security



-  good-paying job



-  more prestige


(c)
knowledge



-  expert in a chosen field



-  better understanding of world

5.
Maturity


(a)
physical



-  physical development



-  voice change


(b)
emotional



-  responsibility of own actions



-  stable and calm


(c)
mental



-  decisive in decision-making



-  analytical in thinking

SUPPORT STATEMENT

A well-supported paragraph is one in which the topic sentences is developed or expanded by supporting points.  The supporting points should explain/describe/elaborate on the key words of the topic sentence by using specific details.  Examples or illustrations should also be used when necessary.

Example :

Topic Sentence : Eating at La Rizz Cafe is a pleasant experience.

Supporting point I
:
Excellent food





Specific detail 1 : Wide choice





eg. pastries, buns, dishes





Specific details 2 : tasty





eg. mouth-watering chocolate cakes

Supporting point II
:
Good service





Specific detail 1 : friendly proprietor





eg. cheerful disposition





Specific details 2 : efficient workers





eg. prompt service

Supporting point III
:
Comfortable atmosphere





Specific detail 1 : quiet and peaceful

Activity

Read each of the following paragraph.  The topic sentence is underlined.  Complete the supporting points and specific details.

1.
If you want to become a good note-taker you should follow these hints.  The most important thing is to attend class regularly.  The instructor will probably develop all the main ideas of the course during class and you don’t want to miss them.  Secondly, you should write down your notes in outline form.  Write your main points at the margin, indent major supporting details and further indent more subordinate materials.  When your teacher moves from one topic to the next, show this shift by skipping a line or two.  A final hint is to write down any points your teacher repeats or takes the time to put on the board.  Normally those are the most important ideas that the teacher wants to convey.  These ideas may even come out in the exam.

Supporting Point 1 :  ______________________________________________________

Specific details
(1)  ____________________________________________________



(2)  ____________________________________________________

Supporting Point II :  ______________________________________________________

Specific details
(1)  ____________________________________________________



(2)  ____________________________________________________

Supporting Point III :  _____________________________________________________

Specific details
(1)  ____________________________________________________



(2)  ____________________________________________________

Circle the key words in the topic sentence given.  Then complete the outline below by listing the suitable supporting points and specific details.

3.
Topic sentence :
I have to consider three factors when choosing an undergraduate course.


Supporting Point 1 :
________________________________________________


Specific detail(s) :
________________________________________________




________________________________________________


Supporting Point 2 :
________________________________________________


Specific detail(s) :
________________________________________________




________________________________________________


Supporting Point 3 :
________________________________________________


Specific detail(s)
________________________________________________




________________________________________________

4.
There are three ways in which people normally respond to criticism.  Perhaps you are one of those who withdraw when judged negatively by others.  This withdrawal takes the form of accepting the attack silently even though you don’t agree with it.  You can also withdraw yourself from the critic temporarily or even permanently.  A second possible response is to justify yourself.  You will defend yourself against any attack by giving an explanation for your course of action.  You may also want to point out how the critic has failed to see things from your point of view.  A third typical response to criticism is to counter attack.  You do this by pointing out some faults of the critic.  You reduce the pressure on yourself by shifting the spotlight from your faults. 


Supporting Point I :
________________________________________________


Specific details :
________________________________________________




________________________________________________


Supporting Point II :
________________________________________________


Specific details :
________________________________________________




________________________________________________


Supporting Point III :
________________________________________________


Specific details
________________________________________________




________________________________________________

COHERENCE

While unity is the quality that creates of wholeness, coherence is the quality that creates a sense of being tightly woven. So, a coherent paragraph is one in which the supporting points and details are organised clearly and logically, and all the sentences flow smoothly throughout.

To achieve coherence in your writing you can use transitional words/phrases, and other connecting words like repetition of keywords to link up ideas.

Commonly used transitional words/phrases to show:

	·  addition
	also, in addition, besides, moreover, first, second, next, another, finally



	·  time
	first, then, next, before, simultaneously, after, during, meanwhile, while, immediately



	·  space/place
	below, next to, opposite to, to the right, adjacent, beyond, nearby, neighbouring



	·  contrast
	but, yet, in contrast, still, on the other hand, on the contrary, though, nevertheless



	·  comparison
	similarly, in the same way, by the same token, likewise



	·  illustration
	for example, as an illustration, such as, specifically, for instance, to demonstrate



	·  cause
	because, since, for that reason, on account of effect - therefore, consequently, as a result, thus, hence, accordingly



	·  summary
	to summarise, in sum, to sum up, in summary, in short, in brief



	·  conclusion
	thus, therefore, in conclusion, finally, in summary, last of all




Activity 1

For the paragraphs below, underline the topic sentences. Then, decide if each of the following paragraphs has coherence or lacks coherence. If the paragraph is coherent, circle the transitional words/phrases used. If it lacks coherence, identify where the transitional words/phrases are needed and supply the appropriate ones.

1.
There are two contributing factors for the success of the Kin Company. Firstly, the company started as a family business where all family members are fully committed to making it a success. Everyone worked long hours and drew very small salaries. So, they were able to expand the company very quickly. The other contributing factor is the principle upheld by the company, which is quality and promptness. For instance, the Kin Company always uses good raw materials so that their products are of high quality. Moreover, any orders placed are ensured prompt delivery.

2.
I don't enjoy baby sitting my little nephew. When I want to watch television, he demands that I play with him. When I am talking over the phone, he screams behind me. He pulls my skirt. I ignore him. He knocks things over to get my attention. When I settle down for a meal, he refuses to let me eat in peace. He wants some of my food. He wants to go to the toilet at that moment. I am beginning to dislike baby sitting him whenever my sister is out.

3.
Two basic approaches can be taken in effecting organisational changes. A change in structure and/or technology can be introduced which brings considerable pressure to bear upon organisational members. If, for example, the content of the job is altered, a new machine purchased for use, or a new form designed for collecting control information, participants must respond in some manner to these objective changes. A therapeutic approach can be taken where organisation members are counselled and encouraged to alter their behaviours in line with some proposed models. "T-group" and sensitivity training sessions can be used to stimulate more individual openness and supportiveness in the organisation.

Activity 2

Use transitional words/phrases to join the following supporting points and details into a coherent paragraph.

1.
TS :
 There are two types of interviews : guided and unguided interviews

a.
The guided interview is helpful for an untrained interviewer.


b.
The interviewer uses a prepared list of questions.


c.
The list of questions is prepared based on an analysis of the job specifications.


d.
The unguided interview is more often used in situations other than hiring.


e.
It is used in counselling, processing of grievances and exit interviews.


f.
The interview is largely unplanned.


g.
The interviewer does most of the talking.

2.
TS :
Yaohan is a one-stop shopping complex for the family.


a.
There is a big supermarket on the ground floor.


b.
You can buy all kinds of things there.


c.
There are canned food, fresh produce, household items, and toiletries.


d.
There are numerous shops that sell clothes.


e.
They range from toddlers, teenagers to adults.


f.
They cater for the dressy, brand-conscious shoppers.


g.
They cater for the average shoppers.


h.
There is a food court.


i.
All kinds of mouth-watering food and drinks are served.


j.
Their slogan " I found it at Yaohan " aptly describes this shopping complex.


3.
TS :
Aerobic sessions at home need preparation.


a.
Dress comfortably.


b.
Wear something that allows for easy and free movements.


c.
A loose T-shirt and a pair of track pants will do.


d.
The aerobic area must be spacious.


e.
Move tables and chairs out of the way.


f.
You won't bruise yourself knocking into them.


g.
Switch on the music.

************************************************************************
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