Elements of the Academic Essay (Kerry Walk, Princeton)

Lesson objective:  For the class to develop a common language for discussing and evaluating writing.  Learning a common language can enable students to transcend the localness of any particular assignment or draft, and transfer their learning to other writing situations.  

Total estimated time:  30-40 minutes

Additional outcomes:  Students get practice doing a draft workshop using a student essay by someone outside of the class.  Because the essay is usually quite good, students also get a chance to reflect on the standard of excellence in the course.

Assignment that is underway:  Could be any, but I usually do this assignment early in the course—in the class before the draft of Essay #1 is due.

Work completed before class:  Students have read Gordon Harvey’s “Elements of the Academic Essay.”  In addition, they have read a sample essay (you can use one from Write Now!).  They either do the following “elements exercise” as homework or do it in class (depending on how heavy the workload has been thus far):

Elements Exercise

Please follow these steps as a way of using the Elements to analyze the student essay:

•
Draw a line between the beginning and the middle, and the middle and the end of the essay.

•
Underline the thesis and the motive, and label these in the margins.

•
Number the paragraphs and then, in the margins, label the main point of each one.  

•
Point out 1-3 instances of ...



• a keyterm



• effective orienting



• effective stitching



• effective analysis of evidence



• an interesting use of a secondary source



• effective complication (a structural feature)



• effective reflecting (such as counter-argument).

•
Label your very favorite sentence.

•
Make a thumbnail sketch of the essay’s structure,

•
Jot down the essay’s main strengths and weaknesses, using the Elements to make your assessment.

Step 1.  I write the elements on the board and ask students for synonyms.  We then make connections and distinctions (e.g. between “evidence” and “sources,” between “keyterms” and “title”).  We also discuss elements that are confusing and/or unfamiliar (e.g. motive).  (10 min.)

Step 2.  If I haven’t asked students to do the “elements exercise” as homework, I ask them to do it now, in class, in pairs.  (10 min.)

Step 3.  I prompt a discussion with the following questions; the elements come out as we talk (and I bring up any elements that don’t come out):

1.  What are the main strengths of the essay?

2.  What are the main weaknesses of the essay?

3.  How should the writer revise?

(Note that these are the basic three questions of any draft workshop.)  (20 min.)

