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Introduction

This course describes a step-by-step approach to writing essays for the IELTS Academic
Writing Module Task 2 and for other similar essay tasks. It provides exercises to practise
the stages individually (Appendix A) as well as giving a list of typical essay topics, and
there are model essays given in Appendix B. The Answer Key provides explanations as
well as answers.

The Purpose

In order to be able to write good essays it is first of all essential to make sure that you
understand the purpose of the task. It may seem obvious: the purpose is to test your
ability to write essays for university or college in English. However, a moment’s reflection
will make it clear that the test task is quite unlike a university essay, since it is typically 1
to 2 pages long and is written on an unprepared topic in about 40 minutes. No univer-
sity essay is like that. Even in university examinations, where you may have to write
about two pages in half an hour, you are expected to have studied the subject in advance.

So let us consider some possible purposes for the English test essay. These can be said to

be:

a) to show that you are able to select relevant ideas and information to answer a
question

b) to show your knowledge and understanding of the topic

¢) to show your ability in presenting a logical argument

d) to show your skills in organising your ideas systematically

e¢) to show your ability to use sophisticated English

f) to show your basic grasp of English grammar and vocabulary

These questions can be grouped into 4 categories, which reflect the 4 aspects of an essay:

1. Understanding the question (a)
2. Knowing the subject (b)
3. Thinking skills (a & d)
4. Language skills (e & f)

How should these be ranked in importance? Here is what the IELTS Handbook says for
the Academic Writing Task 2:



¢ topic is not the main emphasis in this regt,
being examined for your writing ability in Ep glish
emphasis is in fact on your ability to think ang )
This is because university students need to be o
and evaluate and express opinions, Univ:,

This shows that your knowledge of th
is not surprising — after all, you are
not for your knowledge. The main
appropriately about a common issue.
to analyse and discuss problems and solutions,
sity study is not simply about presenting facts.

In order to argue appropriately there are two stages involved: a) undcrsmnding the
question clearly, and b) being able to select the right method to present an opinion i

a suitable way. This means organising your ideas and your language.
This book therefore deals with these three stages:

I. Understanding the question
II. Selecting and Presenting Ideas Appropriately

IIl. Appropriate Language Use



Stage 1

he Question
o uUnderstanding the Question

The first step in essay writing is to analyse the essay task which tells you what the topic is,
and also gives an indication of what kind of things you are expected to say about the topic.

Essay topics have 3 components:

1) the instruction words, telling you what to do

2) the key words indicating the topic

3) the words restricting!" the topic, indicating what aspect® of the topic you are
asked rto focus on®),

We will consider these one by one.

1.1 The Instructions

Look at these tasks:

a) Describe the role of the Internet in modern society.
b) The environment is the most important issue in the world today. Discuss.

What are the instruction words?

In a) it is describe and in b) it is discuss. These two words indicate the two most common
types of essay that one can write.

If you are asked to describe something, then your essay will mostly present facts and not
opinions. However, if you are asked to discuss something, then your gpinion is being
asked for, and you are usually expected to evaluate something, or to argue for or against
something. At university or college you are expected to be able to discuss problems and
ideas, rather than simply to report on facts, and so the IELTS essay question presents a
common situation® or a present-day issue'® about which people have different opinions,
and asks you to give your own views on this topic.

(1) restrict /ri'strikt/ (ut) to limit sth. gidi han
(2) aspect /'mspekt/ (n,c) one part of a problem, subject, etc. madt, khia canh

() focus /'fovkes/ (ut) (sth. on sth.) toglvcalotofa&onﬂonhoomwﬂaﬂuwbjutorm wptnmg
(vio cdi gi)

(4) situation / sitfu'eifn/ (n,c) the set of things that are happening andtho,
particular time and in a particular place tink hudng

(8 issue /'tfu:/ (n,c) an important subject or problem vdn &/




Here is the new wording of the instructions for the IELTS academic essay task.
Write about the following topic:
We live in a technological age. However, technology cannot solve all the world's

problems. Therefore some people argue that we need to place less emphasis on
technological solutions" and more on other values™.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with this opinion?
Give reasons for your answer and include any relevant examples from your own
knowledge or experience.

A comment is also supplied with the information (but not in the exam paper):

Because the essay topic must be suitable for candidates from many different backgrounds,
the topic cannot be too academic or specialised. That is why you are asked to use your
own knowledge and experience. On the other hand, you need to use a formal style because
you are being tested for your ability to deal with academic writing.

We will deal with the content in the next section, with suggestions about how to use
your own experience, and then a suitable style is discussed in Stage 3 of this book.

Now let us look at the topic itself.

Here is an example:

We live in a technological age. However, technology cannot solve all the world’s
problems. Therefore some people argue that we need to place less emphasis on

technological solutions and more on other values.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with this opinion?

This has two components:
a) the description of the topic, which is usually expressed as a point of view on a
current situation and
b) a question asking you what your opinion is.

Part a) is generally expressed in 1 to 3 sentences. One or two sentences may present a

statement or a question about a situation: (“We live in a technological age, but technol-
ogy cannot solve all our problems”). The second part will probably present a conclusion
that some people draw from this situation (“therefore we should place less emphasis on




wechnology and more on other values™) This is designed 1o help you w0 think sbous the
contents. (More about this in the next section )

Part b) asks the question This may be phrased as 1o what extent do you agree’ oc what b
your opinion’ or do you agree with thi? or words to that effect

Now, what is your task?
a) to present both sides of the argument?
b) to cither suongly support or strongly oppose the argument, depending on your
own personal opinion?
<) to partly support or partly oppose the argument, depending on your own
personal opinion?

The correct answer is either b) or ¢).

The words fo what extent mean the same as how much. That is, your answer will
express one of these artitudes:

a) | agree completely

b) 1 agree pardy and disagree partly

¢) I disagree completely.

Many students feel that they need to present a strong argument for or against an idea
or proposition ™. This is not true. Even if the words in the question are What is your
opinion you do not have to express a strong opinion one way or the other.

There is another point to remember here. Although it is usually easier to write what you
actually believe, it is nor absolutely necessary. If you do not have enough ideas or exam-
ples to support the side of an argument that you want to support, you can always say
something like: on the one hand ..., but on the other hand and present arguments for
both sides. However, you should not simply contradict® yourself. Thar is, you should
not say / agree in one section and then [ disagree in the next paragraphs. That sounds as
if you are simply confused® or are not expressing what you think art all. What you can
say is: These are some arguments for and these are some arguments against, and so I only
partly agree/disagree. Or you can say: There are good arguments on both sides, but on the
whole I prefer the arguments for/against. (Of course you would not use these acrual
words. They only summarise the possible underlying® meanings in your essay.)

Remember, you are not being examined on your opinions, but only on how well you can
express and support some intelligent ideas, whether they are your own or not.




©

1.2 Key Terms
he key words deal

This is usually the casiest part of the essay to deal with. Normally t it
with a familiar topic, such as the Internet, or television, or technology in general. ‘Lhis is

r abilit
because the examiners are not testing you for your knowledge, but rather f°"}:’°“ : Y
: . t
to write well. Therefore the topics chosen will be about concepts and issues t ::; cy
expect every educated person to know something about. Common topics include:

Education

The environment
Information Technology
The media
Advcnising/Consumcr issues
Social problems

Health

Lifestyles (including life in cities, traffic problems, quality of life)

Culture and society (music, art, literature, television etc.)

Foreign languages and travel

Sport

Scientific research (including genetic engineering, space travel)

Ethical " issues (right and wrong behaviour such as the treatment of animals, law

enforcement etc.)

Try to think of other topics that you know have been used in previous examinations, or

that you think might occur.
You can find sample questions on all of these topics in Appendix A.

In order to be prepared with ideas on such key concepts, it is necessary to keep up to
date® with the major issues being discussed in the world. The editorial pages®™ of news-
papers and news magazines are important sources of such information, as are current ¥

affairs radio and television programs.

(1) ethical /'e81kl/ (adj) relating to moral principles/what is right or wrong thugc vé dao diic
() to keep up to date (exp) theo sdt tinh hinh, cdp nhat
‘ D)ediltuo‘rhl page /.edr'to:rial perd3/ (n, ¢) an article in a newspaper expressing the editor's opinion frang xi
n
(4) current /'karant/ (adj) happening or existing now hi¢n thoi i
~ current affairs cdc vdn dé thai su _ 7 ] r.n’_



2. Analysing the Question

Understanding the question means more than understanding the instructions or the words

of the question. It means recognising the focus'" of the question, and knowing what
approachm you should take to the topic.

This is, in some ways, the most important aspect of writing the essay, and requires the

most thought. You should therefore be prepared to spend at least 3 minutes thinking
about what approach to take to the question.

The handbook, you remember, explains that

Candidates are assessed on their ability to:
e present the solution to a problem
e present and justify an opinion
* compare and contrast evidence, opinions and implications
e evaluate and challenge ideas, evidence or an argument.

You will therefore need to decide which of these approaches is the one required for any

particular question. You will also need to know when and how much to use definitions
and examples.

In this section we will deal with the following features of a discussion or argument essay:
The Focus
The Context
Definitions
Examples

2.1 Finding the Focus

It is very important to look at the actual question words very closely. Students sometimes
jump to conclusions about what they should write by just looking at the topic, and not
at the focus of the topic. Consider the following questions:

a) Many people believe that the Internet is the most revolutionary new invention of
the last century. Do you agree?

b) The Internet has revolutionised the modern world, but many people argue that
it has also created new problems and inequalities. What is your opinion?

¢) The Internet could revolutionise the world in future, if everyone could have easy

access to all the information that is available on the World Wide Web. Do you
agree or disagree with this statement?

(1) focus /'fovkas/ (n,c) the central point frong tdm
(2) approach /a'prautf/ (n,c) method cdch thiix, cdch tiép cdn
3 implications / mpli'keifnz/ (n,c) suggestions cdc dé xudt, cdc sing dung

(4 inequality /,mi'kwolati/ (n,u) the unfair difference between groups of people in a society when sor
have more advantages than others sw/diéu bdt binh ding » o i




In cach of the above the topic is the Internet and its revolutionary role in the world. So
you must have a basic idea about what the Internet involves and think about what revo/u-
fionise means, i.e. make fundamental changes. However, each one also raises a different
question and must be answered differently. It is necessary to look at the remaining words
carefully to see what is required:

a) is the most revolutionary new invention of the last century.

b) has revolutionised the modern world, but it has also created new problems and
inequalities.

c) could revolutionise the world in future, if everyone could have casy access to all
the information that is available on the World Wide Web.

You can see that a) involves comparing the Internet with other inventions, and arguing
that it is, or is not, the most revolutionary. On the other hand b) expects you to accept
that it is revolutionary, and to consider both its benefits and the problems it has created.
Finally c) wants you to speculate” abour the future, and to consider how much you
believe the future benefits will change the world.

2.2 Understanding the Context

Remember that the IELTS Handbook says that the topics are of general interest and it
makes no difference what subjects candidates study. It goes on to say that The issues
raised are interesting, suitable for and easily understood by candidates entering post-

graduate or undergraduate studies.

The question is always based on an issue, or a problem which you are asked to analyse
and present an opinion on. If something is considered a problem or an issue, it means
that reasonable people must have conflicting® opinions on the topic. You would not, for
example, expect a question like this: Some people consider that murder is wrong. To what
extent do you agree? since there is not much to be said in favour of murder. In other
words, it is not just some people who think that murder is wrong, but basically everybody.
It is not an issue. However, look at this question: Some people think that murderers
should be executed ®. To what extent do you agree? Here the question is about what to
do about murder, and that is very controversial ! There are very strong opinions about this
on both sides and you need to be aware of these to deal with such a topic. (In fact it is
unlikely that IELTS will present you with very political or emotional issues like this.)

You therefore need to think, before you plan your own answer, why the question is con-
sidered to be an issue or a problem by the examiners. What are the different opinions
that might exist on the topic? What is the context in which this topic is controversial?
That is to say, who are the people who are concerned about it and why?




