Appendix A
Writing Essay Examinations

Instructors give essay examinations for three reasons:

To make sure that you have read and understood the assigned reading;
To test your analytical skills;

To find out if you can integrate what you have read with the ideas and
information that you have learned in lectures and class discussion.

Since your instructor is usually not trying to test your memory, essay ex-
aminations are often open-book, allowing you to refer freely to the source. But
in any exam, even a take-home assignment, there is likely to be some time pres-
sure. To prepare, you should have read all the material carefully in advance and
outlined, underlined, or annotated the text.

Reading the Question

You determine your strategy by carefully examining the wording of the
question before you begin to plan and write your essay. First, you must accept
that someone else is providing the topic for your essay. The person who wrote
the question wants to pinpoint a single area to be explored, and so you may
have very little scope. However restrictive it may seem, you must stay within
the boundaries of the question. If you are instructed to focus on only a small sec-
tion of the text, summarizing the entire work from beginning to end is inappro-
priate. If you are asked to discuss an issue that is raised frequently throughout
the work, paraphrasing a single paragraph or page is pointless. Do not include
extraneous information just to demonstrate how much you know. Most instruc-
tors are more impressed with aptness and conciseness than with length.
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The controlling verb of the question will usually provide you with a key.
Different verbs will require different approaches. You are already familiar with
the most common terms:

summarize outline
state condense
list cite reasons

What is sometimes forgotten under pressure is that you are expected to carry
out the instructions literally. Summarize means condense: the reader expects a
short but complete account of the specified subject. On the other hand, list
should result in a sequence of short entries, somewhat disconnected, but not a
fully developed series of paragraphs.

Other directions may be far broader:

describe show
discuss explore
review determine
explain

Verbs like these give you a wide scope. Since they do not demand a specific
strategy, be careful to stay within the set topic so that you do not explain or re-
view more than the readers want to know about.

Still other verbs indicate a more exact method of development, perhaps
one of the strategies that you have already worked with in Assignment 3 in
Chapter 5:

compare and contrast trace the causes
illustrate trace the effects
define suggest solutions
show the reasons analyze

Notice that none of the verbs so far has provided an opportunity for per-
sonal comment. You have been asked to examine the text, to demonstrate your
understanding of its meaning and its implications, but you have not been asked
for your opinion. However, several verbs do request commentary:

evaluate justify
interpret prove
criticize disagree

Although these verbs invite a personal response, they do not give you freedom
to write about whatever you choose. You are still confined to the boundaries of
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the set subject, and you should devote as much of your essay as possible to
demonstrating your understanding of what you have read. A brilliant essay that
ignores the topic rarely earns the highest grade. Don’t reinterpret the directions in
order to write about what is easiest or what would display your abilities to best
advantage or what you figured out earlier would be asked. Just answer the
question.

Planning and Developing the Essay

Even when you have worked out what you are expected to write about,
you are still not ready to start writing. Your reader will also judge the way in
which your essay is constructed, so organize your thoughts before you begin to
write. No elaborate outline is necessary.

1. List some of the main points that come into your head, reduce the list to a
manageable number, and renumber the sequence. This process does not
take very long and it can prevent unnecessary repetition, uninten-
tional omissions, mixed-up sequences, and overemphasis.

2. Develop each point separately. Don’t try to say everything at the same
time. Consult your list, say what is necessary about each item, and
then move on to the next.

3. Develop each point adequately. Each reason or cause or criticism de-
serves convincing presentation. Unless you are asked for a list, don’t
just write down one sentence and rush away to the next item. You
will write a more effective essay by including some support for each
of your points. Do not make brief, incomplete references to ideas be-
cause you assume that the reader will know all about them. It is your
responsibility to explain each one so that it makes sense by itself.

4. Refer back to the text. Whenever possible, demonstrate that you can
cite evidence or information from the assigned reading. If you think
of two possible examples or facts, one from the source and one from
your own experience or knowledge, and if you haven’t enough time
to include both, the safe choice will come from the source. However,
you must always mark the transition between your own presenta-
tion of ideas and your reference to the source by citing its title, or the
name of its author, or both.
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Analyzing an Essay and an Essay Question

Carefully read through George Stade’s “Football —The Game of Aggres-

sion.” Assume that you have previously read this essay and that you have be-
tween forty-five minutes and an hour to answer the following question:

Although he acknowledges that it can be violent, George Stade suggests
that football may serve a constructive social function. Considering some of his
descriptive comments about the sport, explain why football may not be as
healthy for society as Stade implies.

FOOTBALL —THE GAME OF AGGRESSION
George Stade

There are many ways in which professional football is unique among
sports, and as many others in which it is the fullest expression of what is at the
heart of all sports. There is no other major sport so dependent upon raw force,
nor any so dependent on a complex and delicate strategy; none so wide in the
range of specialized functions demanded from its players; none so dependent
upon the undifferentiated athletic sine qua non, a quickwitted body; none so
primitive; none so futuristic; none so American.

Football is first of all a form of play, something one engages in instinctively
and only for the sake of performing the activity in question. Among forms of
play, football is a game, which means that it is built on communal needs, rather
than on private evasions, like mountain climbing. Among games it is a sport; it
requires athletic ability, unlike croquet. And among sports, it is one whose
mode is violence and whose violence is its special glory.

In some sports — basketball, baseball, soccer — violence is occasional (and
usually illegal); in others, like hockey, it is incidental; in others still, car racing, for
example, it is accidental. Definitive violence football shares alone with boxing
and bullfighting, among major sports. But in bullfighting a man is pitted not
against another man, but against an animal, and boxing is a competition be-
tween individuals, not teams, and that makes a great difference. If shame is the
proper and usual penalty for failures in sporting competitions between individ-
uals, guilt is the consequence of failing not only oneself and one’s fans, but also
one’s teammates. Failure in football, moreover, seems more related to a failure
of courage, seems more unmanning than in any other sport outside of bull-
fighting. In other sports one loses a knack, is outsmarted, or is merely inferior in
ability, but in football, on top of these, a player fails because he “lacks desire or
“can't take it anymore,” or “hears footsteps,”as his teammates will put it.

Many sports, especially those in which there is a goal to be defended, seem
enactments of the games animals play under the stimulus of what ethologists,

w
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students of animal behavior, call territory — "the drive to gain, maintain, and de-
fend the exclusive right to a piece of property,” as Robert Ardrey puts it. The
most striking symptom of this drive is aggressiveness, but among social ani-
mals, such as primates, it leads to “amity for the social partner, hostility for the
territorial neighbor." The territorial instinct is closely related to whatever makes
animals establish pecking orders; the tangible sign of one's status within the or-
ders is the size and value of the territory one is able to command. Individuals
fight over status, groups over lebensraum’ and a bit more. These instincts, some
ethologists have claimed, are behind patriotism and private property, and also,
I would add, codes of honor, as among ancient Greeks, modern Sicilians, primi-
tive hunters, teen-age gangs, soldiers, aristocrats, and athletes, especially foot-
ball players.

The territorial basis of certain kinds of sports is closest to the surface in
football, whose plays are all attempts to gain and defend property through ag-
gression. Does this not make football par excellence the game of instinctual sat-
isfactions, especially among Americans, who are notorious as violent patriots
and instinctive defenders of private property? . . . Even the unusual amity, if
that is the word, that exists among football players has been remarked upon. . .
- And what is it that corresponds in football to the various feathers, furs, fins,
gorgeous colors by means of which animals puff themselves into exaggerated
gestures of masculine potency? The football player's equipment, of course. His
cleats raise him an inch off the ground. Knee and thigh pads thrust the force
lines of his legs forward. His pants are tight against his rump and the back of his
thighs, portions of the body which the requirements of the game stuff with
muscle. . .. Even the tubby guard looks slim by comparison with his shoulders,
extended half a foot on each side by padding. Finally, the helmet, which from
the esthetic point of view most clearly expresses the genius of the sport. Not
only does the helmet make the player inches taller and give his head a size pro-
portionate to the rest of him; it makes him anonymous, inscrutable, more sery-
iceable as a symbol. The football player in uniform strikes the eye in a succession
of gestalt® shifts; first a hooded phantom out of the paleolithic past of the
species; then a premonition of a future of spacemen.

In sum, and | am almost serious about this, football players are to America
what tragic actors were to ancient Athens and gladiators to Rome: models of
perennially heroic, aggressive, violent humanity, but adapted to the social reali-
ties of the times and places that formed them.

'Literally, living space. The word is often most associated with the territory thought by
the Nazis to be essential to Germany's political and economic security.

?|.e., perceptual.
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Answering the Question

At first, you may have some difficulty determining the focus of your essay
since the question includes more than one key word to help you work out your
strategy. The main verb in this question is explain. You are being asked to ac-
count for something, to help your reader understand what may not be entirely
clear. Explain also implies persuasion: your reader must be convinced that your
explanation is valid.

If the question asked you to explain something that is confusing in Stade’s
essay, your task would be to provide an interpretive summary of some
part of the text. For example, you might have been asked to explain the
differences, with illustrations, between violence that is occasional, inci-
dental, and accidental, discussing the implications of these distinctions
for sports in general.

It the question asked you to explain some related point that Stade omits
from his discussion, your task would be to extend his reasoning, per-
haps to discuss causes or effects, or to contrast and compare. For exam-
ple, you might have to explain why football lends itself to a greater
degree of violence than other sports, or explain the parallel between the
way football players and animals defend their territory.

If the question asked you—as it does—to evaluate the author’s reasoning
in forming his conclusions, you would then examine Stade’s “almost se-
rious” conclusions and demonstrate—explain—the limitations of his
arguments and examples; in other words, argue against his position.

The essay question raises the point that Stade may have underestimated
the harmful effects of football, a sport so violent that it could undermine the so-
cial benefits that it otherwise provides. To answer the question, then, you must
accept the assumption that Stade may be overenthusiastic about football,
whether or not you agree, and proceed to point out the implications and the short-
comings of his analysis.

The question defines the limits as well as the strategy of your essay. It does
not permit you to dispute Stade on grounds that are entirely of your choosing.
You are firmly instructed to focus your attention on the conflict between vio-
lence and social benefit. It would be foolish to ignore these instructions and
write only about the glories of football or to condemn the sport for reasons un-
related to the violence of its play.

What should you be evaluating in your essay, and how many comments
are “some”? Stade makes the following points in support of his view that foot-
ball can be a useful social ritual:

It fosters individual strength and determination.
It develops cooperation and teamwork.

It teaches players how to acquire and defend territory and thus encour-
ages nationalism and the patriotic defense of one’s country.




INTRODUCING YOUR TOFIC 7

It provides players and spectators with the opportunity to act out their
aggressions in a controlled and relatively harmless way.

These points should certainly be on the list of paragraph topics that you jot
down as you plan your essay. Since these ideas are embedded within the para-
graphs of Stade’s essay, you should use your own ordering principle—least
violent to most (potentially) violent might be a good choice. Each of your para-
graphs should begin with a description of one characteristic of the sport as
Stade presents it, followed by your own explanation of the social disadvantages
or benefits that might result.

Resist the temptation to devote too much space to a single aspect of the
sport. For example, if you spend too much time discussing Stade’s comments
about uniforms and the extent to which the football player is magnified and de-
humanized by his padding and his helmet, you may not be able to develop
your discussion of whether football encourages patriotism or a more divisive
and dangerous nationalism. Stade’s essay is based on his belief that people par-
ticipate in sports as a way of expressing passions and impulses that have no
place in our normal daily occupations. He implies that, if this outlet is elimi-
nated, our instincts for violence may spill over into activities where they would
be far more dangerous. This argument has often been used to justify violence as
depicted on television and in the movies. While you are not expected to analyze
the issue with the expertise of a trained psychologist or sociologist, your essay
should reflect your awareness of and your views on Stade’s conception of foot-
ball as a way of controlling our aggressive instincts.

Introducing Your Topic

Examination essays, like all essays, require an introduction. Before begin-
ning to explore some of the issues inherent in George Stade’s analysis, you
should provide a short introduction that defines the author’s topic and your
own. Your later references to his ideas will need a well-established context;
therefore, try to define Stade’s conception of football (which might differ from
someone else’s) right at the outset of your essay. Although the introduction
need not be longer than two or three sentences, cite your source— the name of
the author and the name of the essay, both properly spelled —and state exactly
what it is that you and your author are concerned about. To demonstrate the
frustration of reading an introduction that is shrouded in mystery, look at the
first paragraph from a student essay answering the question that has just been
analyzed:

The attitude of the author of this essay is highly supportive of a sport that
may be the most violent in the world. It is true that players acquire a lot of
skills and learn about teamwork, as well as receiving huge sums of money
and becoming public idols. However, there are also risks and dangers that
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result, for spectators and those watching on television, as well as for those
on the field wearing team uniforms, which he fails to point out in this brief
essay.

“He,” of course, is George Stade, and the sport under discussion is football.
The student had read and understood the source essay, but is so eager to begin
commenting on Stade’s ideas that she fails to establish a context for her argu-
ments. Here is a more informative introduction:

In “Football —The Game of Aggression,” George Stade presents the game of
football as a necessary evil and a useful social ritual. He does not deny that
the game, more than most sports, is based on a potentially lethal kind of
aggression. But, contrasting football with other sports, he finds that it also
encourages a sense of teamwork and an instinct for patriotism, which can
be valuable both to the individual and to society. Left unclear is whether
ritualizing violence through sports does, in fact, result in a less violent soci-
ety, or whether watching football players maul each other in weekly com-
bat only encourages spectators to imitate their heroes.

Presenting Your Essay to the Reader

Students often choose to divide their time into three parts. For example, if
you have forty minutes during which to write an essay, try the following
timetable:

ten minutes to analyze the question and plan a strategy
twenty minutes to write the essay
ten minutes to proofread and correct it

During in-class examinations, students often waste vital minutes by pain-
stakingly transcribing a new copy from their rough drafts. While your handuwrit-
ing must be legible, it is not necessary to hand in a clean copy. Instructors expect
an exam essay to have sentences crossed out and words inserted. They are used
to seeing arrows used to reverse sentences and numbers used to change the se-
quence of paragraphs. It makes no sense to write the last word of your first
draft and then, without checking what you have written, immediately take a
clean sheet of paper and start transcribing a copy to hand in. Because transcrip-
tion is such a mechanical task, the mind tends to wander and the pen makes er-
rors that were not in the original draft. Take time to proofread your essay, to
locate grammatical errors, and to fill in gaps in continuity. As long as your cor-
rections and changes are fairly neat and clear, your instructor will not mind
reading the first draft and will probably be pleased by your efforts to improve
your writing.




