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Key Features of Good Essays
Background
A word cloud created with the text on
pages 2-3 was described in a comment
about the ‘Using Wordle in the
classroom’ post on the skillsworkshop
blog at: http://skillsworkshop.blogspot.com/2008/07/using-wordle-in-classroom.html
The author, Tilly Harrison, has also posted her ideas for using Wordle in the classroom on
the Google Wordle-users group (http://groups.google.com/group/wordle-users). Her idea
for paired sentence work (with Wordle word clouds) is easily adapted to other subjects
and levels and is summarised here:

I just discovered Wordle yesterday and I love it! I am a lecturer at the University of
Warwick UK and I have thought of a great use for Wordle for teachers, especially those
who teach English as a Second or Foreign Language.
Put in the text you want the students to work on. Print out different versions of the
Wordle, one per group or pair, (laminate in advance if they seem really useful). Distribute
them and ask students to come up with as many sentences as they can on the topic using
only the words in the Wordle (plus of course 'stop words' which you could list if the level
of the students requires that level of specificity).
Students share their sentences with the group / pair next to them and choose the best.
You collect the best and write them up (this would be good on an interactive whiteboard).
Then distribute the actual text and see how eagerly the students read it!!
The text I will use when I try this is a text on writing good essays. I have made 10
different versions - it looks great and will make the students reflect on why certain words
are there and what they have to do with essay writing.
It will be interesting to see how different the sentences are coming from different Wordles
of the same text (or whether there are many similar ones...)
Tilly’s text, written for degree level students, has been edited slightly (e.g. references to
‘university’ have been replaced with ‘college’) and is reproduced here with her permission.
If you wish to create your own Wordles in order to try out Tilly’s teaching idea – simply
select the ‘Key Features of Good Essays’ text (pages 2-3) and copy and paste it into
Wordle at http://wordle.net/
Of course, the text is also a perfectly good resource in its own right. Although aimed at a
higher level than most skillsworkshop resources, it would be ideal for Level 2 Literacy /
ESOL students that are moving on to Access to Education or other level 3 courses.
Kindly contributed by Tilly Harrison, Senior Teaching Fellow, Centre for Applied Linguistics, University of WarwickTilly.Harrison@warwick.ac.uk
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Key Features of Good Essays
What makes a good essay? From the student’s point of view it may be a
question of getting the maximum number of marks for the least amount of
work. This is a rather immature approach but realistically it is human nature to
seek to get maximum gain from minimum effort. However the ‘gain’ in essay
writing should not just be the marks you get at the end, If you are studying a
subject that you are interested in then one of the gains can be discovering
more about a topic that you like. This has the added benefit of making you a
more knowledgeable person who can discuss the relevant issues with more
confidence and impact.
Even if you are doing a subject that you do not find so fascinating, the process
of writing an essay gives you practice in several skills that will not only make
future essay writing easier but will train you as a member of the academic
community. Without these skills it will be very hard to progress to higher study.
Even if you do not plan to stay in academia, these skills are those that future
employers will expect you to have gained from your time at college. You may
not use them directly in the same way again but as a qualified professional you
will be expected to cope with interesting, challenging, responsible work using
the same skills of research, planning and organisation.
From the marker’s point of view a good essay is one that shows evidence of
these key skills (research, planning and organisation). It is also one where the
writer’s own voice can be heard – there should be no doubt that the person
submitting the essay actually wrote it themselves. This may seem obvious but it
would seem that too many students see the essay as an annoying obstacle to
avoid which leads them to submit work that they have not researched, planned
or organised personally. Large chunks may be ‘lifted’ from handy electronic
sources such as Wikipedia. In extreme cases someone else has been paid to
undertake the whole process.
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Key Features of Good Essays
Contrary to appearances sometimes, the teachers who mark your essays are
not naïve. They have many years of experience, marking hundreds if not
thousands of essays. The ones that they will have no hesitation giving high
marks to are those which fulfil the highest marking criteria and which they
KNOW are the sole work of the student in question, usually because the student
is a frequent, intelligent contributor to class discussion. When doubt creeps in
because previous written performance (in exams for example) or in-class
participation does not match the level of the essay being marked, it is likely that
marks will drop. A vigilant marker may even find evidence that the essay is a
deliberate attempt at deception (plagiarism) and the student will face serious
consequences. This can be a mark of zero for the essay.
So what is the profile of students who write excellent essays?
•

Interested in the topic, possibly even enthusiastic

•

Full of questions which they bring to class or ask the lecturer privately

•

Ready to research the topic

•

Good at selecting relevant material (examples, quotes, diagrams etc.)

•

Good at summarising and paraphrasing

•

Able to plan ahead

•

Able to organise their ideas

•

Able to write fluently and convincingly

•

Able to imitate good practice in their academic field, including using the
right kind of language

•

Meticulous when making notes so that all sources are acknowledged
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