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BAC ESSAY WRITING: A Toolkit

There are FOUR main types of essays in the exam:



a. Writing a dialogue



b. Writing a  letter



c. Discussion / Argumentative



d. Narrative writing: continue the story, a diary entry etc

Remember that you must respect the number of words indicated and that you must also write the number of words at the end of your essay. This is important as the examiner may take points off for not doing so.

LESSON ONE: DIALOGUE

Example Question:

Bob sees his uncle the next day and tells him what happened at the dinner. How does his uncle react to the advice the old man has given him? (Use dialogue and narration). (300 words)

Taken from Bac LV1 ES / S: Nouvelle-Calédonie November 2004

Text: Annie Proulx, That Old Ace in the Hole, 2002

A. INTRODUCTION

You must introduce your dialogue: the place, the moment when the scene takes place and the main characters. Say whether the example below introduces all three elements.

After her first day at work and as soon as she gets home, Emma Smitt rings her best friend Jenna to tell her what her first day had been like.

Place: ................................................................

Moment: ...........................................................

Characters: .......................................................

Now write your own example:

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

B. STRUCTURE

Make sure you structure your dialogue correctly in English. Look at the example below and correct the errors.

« Hello Jenna, it's me Emma. How are you? »

- « Oh, Emma, it's great to hear from you , said Jenna excitedly, How was your first day at work? »

« Well, the boss was very friendly and he showed me what to do. It was quite tiring though as there were so many things to do, » added she.

« I'm sure you'll get used to it, » answered Jenna.

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

C. A PLAY EXTRACT

Instead of writing a dialogue you could present your writing as a play extract. Look at the example below:

BOB (anxiously): I am not sure I have passed the exam. It was very difficult.

JOHN (laughing): You always say that Bob and then you get top marks every time!

BOB (taking out his mobile telephone): Anyway, I'll ring and find out the result now. Let's see who's  right – me or you? (He starts dialling the number and holds the telephone to his ear.) It's ringing!

Q. What tense is used to describe movements? .....................................................................................

Q. What words can be added to indicate how something is said? .........................................................

Q. What separates who is speaking with what they say? .......................................................................

Now rewrite the Jenna/Emma dialogue as a play. Add appropriate stage directions.

EMMA ..................................................................................................................................................

JENNA ..................................................................................................................................................

EMMA ..................................................................................................................................................

JENNA ..................................................................................................................................................

D. Making a dialogue sound authentic

i) Question tags:



Emma is coming, ................................................. ? 


Identify the subject and the auxiliary or modal:  is (auxiliary)  and Emma /she (subject)

Inverse them and make them negative: Emma is coming, isn't she?

You're happy, ..............................................?

She has already left, ....................................?

He won't come, ........................................... ?

They might win the football match, .......................................... ?

Sarah eats meat , ........................................................................ ?

England will win this year's World Cup, ........................................ ?

The best teachers are English teachers, ........................................... ?

Some strange ones!

I'm kind, ..................................................... ?

Let's go, ..................................................... ?

ii) CONTRACTIONS

In an informal dialogue use contractions:

I'm furious that he did that:  ...........................
He's been to Spain three times: ........................

She'll forget what to do: ................................
You'd better leave! ............................................

I haven't seen  Titanic yet: ............................
I'd rather go somewhere hot: ............................

When I arrived she'd already gone: ................
He's paid for the flight: .....................................

E. VERBS

You should also use a variety of verbs to describe how they speak. Put the ones below into the appropriate column:

	Affirmative sentence
	Giving an Order
	Asking a Question
	Answering a Question
	Giving Advice

	
	
	
	
	


Advise 

agree

admit

add

announce

answer s.b.

declare

deny (nier)

explain

forbid (interdire)
insist

mention

offer

promise

reply (répondre)
retort (répliquer)

remind s.b. (rappeler à qqn)

say/tell (informer)
warn (avertir)

enquire (se renseigner/ s'informer)

wonder (se demander)
urge (inciter)

order s.b.



Now look at  the sentences below and add  the most appropriate verb:

« Why did he do that? » .........................................................................................................................

« Because he was angry with her for leaving, » .....................................................................................

« If he continues to treat her like that, she will leave him, » .................................................................

« Maybe you could try and speak to him, » ...........................................................................................

« Don't forget that I already tried once and it did not work, » ...............................................................

« But I really think it could be a good idea. Try to speak him, » ...........................................................

F. CLUES IN THE QUESTION

Read the questions carefully as they may indicate the type of structures you are expected to use. In the example above concerning Bob and his uncle, the word advice appears. This suggests that you are expected to use different ways of giving advice. See the examples below and add three more of your own:

You should (not) + INF

Why don't you + INF

Add three more: 

a) ..............................................................
b) ....................................................................

c) .............................................................

Look at the question below. What is the key word which suggests certain types of structures?

Example: Jeremy meets up with Sarah after six months. Jeremy regrets the way in which he treated Sarah at the time of their divorce. Write the dialogue which takes place between them. (300 words)

Key Word: .......................................

Give three structures you could use in your dialogue:

a) .............................................................................
b) ........................................................................

c) .............................................................................

LESSON TWO: A letter
EXAMPLE ONE: 

The Stephanides have moved into the house. A few months later, Milton sends a letter to a friend telling him about their life in Grosse Pointe. Write the letter. (300 words)

(In this example taken from June 2005 Bac L Middlesex by Jeffrey Eugenides, Milton is the narrator's father).

EXAMPLE TWO:

The narrator has decided to stay. Write the letter he sends to his relatives at home to explain his decision. (300 words). 

(Taken from LV1 Bac ES/S 2005 The Road to Nab End by William Woodruff, 1993)

A. UNDERSTANDING THE QUESTION

Using these two examples say whether the following statements are true or false:

a. In the Bac the letters are usually informal letters.


T / F

b. The letters are usally between friends or members of a family.

T / F

c. The question does not give you any guidance as to the content of the letter.
T / F

d. You are not expected to make any reference to the text you have just read.
T / F

e. The presentation of the letter does not matter.


T / F

Before answering the question you should think about the following:

	
	Example ONE
	Example TWO

	Who is writing the letter?
	
	

	Who is the letter being written to?
	
	

	Letter's content: why is it being written?
	
	

	Letter's context: time, geography, event
	
	

	Relationship between writer and receiver of the letter – this will help you to decide on the tone of the letter
	
	


Fill out the grid above using the two example questions. You might not be able to fill out all of the grid as you do not have the texts in front of you.

B. PRESENTATION

Presenting your letter correctly is very important. Look at the example below and identify all the mistakes. Also look at the register and note down any problems.



Sarah Kane



27 Nelson Road,



Erith



Kent DA17 5HB

Dear Auntie Caroline,


I have finally arrived here in the USA and it is so exciting! The flight was very long as there was a problem and we had to stop over in Dallas before going on to Houston. Furthermore, my suitcase was lost and I had to wait for four hours in the airport before they found it. Anyway, I'm here now and ready to start my new job. I cannot wait. The flat which the company organised for me is great. It has three rooms and I have a wonderful view over a park and a lake. Yesterday, I even went for a short jog in the evening as the weather here is really warm at this time of year. In addition, I have also made friends with my neighbours. They are a couple from Washington and they have two young kids. I invited them all round for dinner and I made them some traditional English food – steak and kidney pie! I am not sure they appreciated it although I used the recipe you gave me. Tomorrow I start work at 9 so i am going to leave you now. I will try to ring you at the weekend to let you know how things are going. Do not worry about me as everything is fine. You can also come and see me if you want to. It is not that far!





Big kisses,





Sarah Kane

Some useful expressions. Put the following in the correct box:

	GREETINGS
	INTRODUCTION
	CONCLUDING
	SAYING BYE

	
	
	
	


Dear Sarah


I'm writing to let you know
I've got to go now

I can't wait to see you soon
Take care,


Cheerio

Lots of love


Love From


My dearest Sarah,

My darling Sarah

Say hello to Tom for me

Best wishes

Kindest regards

I'm sorry I haven't written in a while
All the best

Yours sincerely

Give my best regards to the family
With love (From)

Looking forward to hearing from you
I look forward to hearing from you

Try to decide which ones are formal, informal, between friends, affectionate etc

C. ELEMENTS OF INFORMAL LETTERS

The following list contains typical features of informal letters.


Contracted forms


Phrasal Verbs 


Phrases with get, take, have 


Short sentences


Simple linking words


Direct questions


Exclamation marks


Idiomatic expressions

Match the examples below with the list above:

a. The weather here is absolutely great!

b. The plumber promised to take a look at the boiler to see what the problem is.

c. What do you think about your new job?

d. We went swimming. Then, we decided to go into town.

e. I'm not sure we'll be able to come.

f. Every morning the bus picks us up outside our house. It's fantastic!

g. You must do it. It's a great experience.

h. I decided to pay a visit to Jenna as she lives nearby.

i. They rang me first. After, I popped round to see Michael to give him the news.

LESSON THREE: Discursive Writing
A. THE QUESTIONS

Examples:

1. Can money always buy everything you want? 300 words (L 2005)

2. To your mind, does TV bring people together or does it separate them? 300 words (L 2005)

3. In your opinion, how do childhood memories influence an adult's life? 300 words (L 2005)

4. Has a particular place ever fascinated you to the point of wishing to live there for the rest of your life? 300 words (L 2005)

5. "Isn't life wonderful!" Do you agree with this statement? Refer to your personal experience.

Is reading a passion for you? 300 words (L 2005)

6. Do "garden fetes, village cricket" and "theme pubs" correspond to your vision of Britain? (150 words) AND 

How can you account for young people's attraction to designer clothes? Do you approve of it? (150 words)  (ES/S 2005)

7. Can some encounters change someone's life? You may use your personal experience or readings to provide examples. (ES/S 2005)

8. "Believing in oneself is a key to success." Write a short essay. (150 words) AND Do you agree with the writer that a good teacher is someone who teaches you to ask yourself questions? (150 words)

Now answer the following questions: True or False

a. These discursive essays are always 300 words long.

T / F

b. Sometimes you have to answer two questions.


T / F

c. There is always a quotation to discuss.


T / F

d. You must never give your personal opinion.


T / F

e. You are expected to give specific examples.


T / F

f. You must agree with the quotation.



T / F

g. Formal language is required.



T / F

h. It is better to use  a FOR / AGAINST structure in your essay.

T / F

i. You should use examples from the Anglophone world.

T / F

j. Your essay should be organised into clear paragraphs.

T / F

k. Linkwords are not necessary.



T / F

B. Writing an Introduction: 

This should have three main parts: a) firstly you should introduce the theme of the question b) then you should introduce the problem/dilemma this issue raises and finally c) outline how you will answer the question

Q. What do you personally think of animal testing?

Put the three sentences below into the correct order. 

However, such testing of these products on animals is a subject which is very controversial and which divides opinion. 

Whilst many people argue that animal testing allows us to help humans and even save lives ,others raise ethical concerns about its use.

There's no denying that animal testing is an issue which concerns all of us as many products such as make-up and medicine are tested on animals before being allowed for use on humans.

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Now write an introduction for the following question: What do you personally think of human cloning?

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

C. Writing a good paragraph 

Q. In your future life, would you give priority to your personal life  or  to making money and being successful at work? Justify

Look at the two paragraphs below and discuss their strengths and weaknesses. Look out for weak/strong language as well.

Paragraph One 

I think that making money is good. It helps us to have a good life. Money helps us enjoy ourselves and live nicely. But, I think that it is also good to  have a good personal life. I  believe that if we work all the time we will be bored with life. An example is when someone works until ten o'clock every night and at the weekends as well. This means they do not have any time to go out. This is not good for people. Another example is someone who does a job but does not earn much money. That person cannot do anything. This is not good either. 


STRENGTHS


WEAKNESSES

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Paragraph Two

In my opinion whilst earning money is very important, as it allows you to have a high standard of living, it is not the most important thing in life. Even if a job is very well-paid, I would prefer not to do it if it required me to work long hours and as a result leave me no time to develop my personal life. As the English proverb goes: All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. Moreover, being successful at work should not be the only aim in life as it does not replace other needs such as having friends, or creating a family. In the play Top Girls by the British playwright Caryl Churchill, one of the main characters Marlene is very succesful at her job and she has even been promoted to the post of managing director of the Top Girls' agency. However, this professional success is to the detriment of her personal life as she has no real friends and she has cut herself off from her family. It  therefore seems to me that  this is a price which is not worth paying. We need to try and find a balance between on the one hand doing well at work and on the other hand developing a healthy and rewarding personal life.


STRENGTHS


WEAKNESSES

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

D. Useful expressions for structuring your essay 

Put them in the correct column. Can you add others?

	Sequencing
	Giving examples
	Addition
	Contrast
	Concession

	
	
	
	
	


First/firstly

Moreover

Second/Secondly
furthermore

for example

then / next

lastly/finally
In addition

for instance

such as / like
besides

what is more 

while

whereas

however

yet

nevertheless

even if/even though
despite/in spite off



E. Giving your opinion.

Complete these expressions:

As far as ............................................

As for ........................................................

In my ................................................

To my .......................................................

I totally agree / disagree ....................

I approve/disapprove ................................

It seems to .........................................

I am convinced .........................................

F. Conclusion

As a conclusion / To conclude

To sum it up / To put it in a nutshell

All in all / All things considered

Remember that in the conclusion you MUST give your final answer to the question. The conclusion should be interesting as this is the last thing that the corrector will read. Make sure you leave him/her with a good impression of your level of English and your ideas.  Now write a conclusion for the question about animal testing.

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

G. Enriching your vocabulary

You can gain points if you used varied vocabulary and expressions in your essay. Make sure you brainstorm some ideas before you start writing. Look at the examples below and match them to the theme or essay topic.

A friend in need is a friend indeed. 

To take the law into your own hands

Sarah does not look well, she is a bit off-colour.

The robber was let off with a warning from the judge

The thief proved the old proverb that money is the root of all evil.

Remember to be positive: every cloud has a silver lining.

I worked so hard to finish my essay that I completely lost track of time

It is important to be able to count on someone at a difficult time in your life.

If you don't pull your socks up, you'll fail the exam to get into college.

He's been feeling run down so he has decided to go on holiday.

My advice to you is: If at first you don't succeed, try again.

THEMES: Crime (C)  – Studying (S)  – Health (H)  – Friendship (F)  - Perseverance (P)

Try to find some more examples of your own. Learn them for the exam.

LESSON FOUR: Narrative Writing
A. Example essay  questions

1. Imagine the scene seen through the girl's eyes.

2. Imagine what happened after the passage / before the passage. (a sequel / a prequel)

3. The narrator has just discovered that one of his "most treasured possessions" has been stolen. Write a short account of what he does afterwards.

4. The girl keeps a diary. Imagine her entry for that day, imagine what she writes in the evening.

5. Imagine an end to the story.

6. Imagine you can travel back into the past. Write a story describing your arrival in the period of your choice.

7. Can you think of an event which changed your life or the life of somebody you know. 

8. Write about something strange which happened to you when you were a child. Describe what happened and how you felt at the time.

Now answer the questions which follow:

a. This type of question is always linked to the text in the exam.


T / F

b. If it is linked to the text in the exam you should adopt the same style of writing.
T / F

c. Sometimes you are asked to describe a personal experience in your life.

T / F

d. When the question is about your own life, you must not lie.


T / F

e. You should only describe what happens. Do not include emotions.

T / F

f. The use of correct tenses is very important in this type of question.

T / F

g. It does not matter if the story is not very interesting.


T / F

B. BRAINSTORMING

This type of creative question may seem easy but in fact it can be the most difficult. It requires very careful planning and creative and interesting ideas.

Q. Write a story called The Discovery.

Before you start writing your story you must brainstorm your ideas.  Think about:

a. The people/characters  in the story – you will need to bring them to life through a brief description (unless you asked to use the characters from the text in the exam)

b. The setting / place where the story takes place. What vocabulary will you use to describe the setting in a vivid way?

c. The action – what happens? You cannot have too many events as your story is only short so be careful.

Look at an extract from an essay called The Discovery. What are its strengths and weaknesses?

Peter had moved into the cottage in the heart of the Kentish countryside over a month ago but  he had not yet had the time nor the enuthusiasm to start work on the overrun and unkempt garden. It certainly needed attention with its knee-high grass and  weed-filled flowerbeds. However, he had no more excuses for  putting  off the work as it was glorious summer's day and he had no other work to do.

He started by pulling up the weeds and turning over the soil. After half an hour beads of sweat could be seen on his brow and he was beginning to feel thirsty. He was about to stop for a break when suddenly his shovel bounced off of something hard in the ground. Excitedly, he bent down and begin to scrabble away in the earth in an attempt to free whatever was hidden there. Slowly, his fingers began to unearth a small brown wooden box. He lifted it out of the earth and dusted off the last bits of soil. He placed it down gently on the grass and carefully lifted off the lid. As he stared down inside the box a feeling of pure excitement ran through his whole body and made him shiver.

" Mary, come here NOW!" he shouted to his wife. "You won't believe what I've discovered."

STRENGTHS


WEAKNESSES

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Now write the opening to the following story: I couldn't believe my eyes when I opened the front door.

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................................................................

