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Hints for English Literature essays








1.  Ask yourself, ‘What exactly am I being asked?’


Start by working out what the question is asking you.  Try and establish several strands to the question, and try and decide what the ‘heart of the matter’ is for you.





2.  Get the rough idea …


Develop a rough plan outlining the sections of your essay, and a general idea of how you wish to conclude.





3.  Start with a direct approach …


Avoid lengthy introductions - try and make at least one main point in your  introduction; don’t just waffle around the subject!





4.  Take it personally …


Always always always approach the question from a personal viewpoint - show your own thoughts, opinions and analysis, not your teacher’s or the writer of the appropriate York Notes! Remember, you are not expected to ‘know’ the answer, simply to be able to explore possibilities based on your excellent knowledge of the text.





5.  Use the present tense …


Write in the present tense, even when writing about autobiography.  This helps your essay to sound analytical rather than narrative.





6.  Assume your reader is in the know …  


Remember your reader knows the text very well, so doesn’t need events to be described.  However, they do need your analysis of events, supported by examples and quotations from the text.





7.  Don’t memorise and use huge chunks of text …


Avoid overlong quotations - keep them short and pithy.  If you do need to use a quote which is more than a line long, introduce with a colon, begin on the line below and indent.  Try not to ‘list’ quotes, and make sure you always discuss them.





8.  Get your magnifying glass out!


Take a good look at language and style, as these are the means by which you, the reader, gain an understanding.





9.  And finally …


Don’t just use your conclusion to summarise what you have already said - try to take the discussion forward somehow, or save your main point for this purpose.
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