

The Individual Essay

The Individual Essay.
Some hints…
Teachers must be well read and be constant viewers of films, to be able to build up a wide bank of texts that can be suggested to students. 
There is no way around this. Various lists of pairings can be helpful but if the teacher themselves isn’t familiar with the texts, then they can give limited support to the student who is using these texts.
Teachers and students must be prepared to look for and explore connections between the texts that may not be overt, and to avoid suggesting texts on the base of a ‘blanket’ connection, eg both set in India. The God of Small Things and White Tiger , or Slumdog Millionaire, are very different texts with very different issues; Schlink’sThe Reader and Polanski’s The Pianist both have references to Nazi Germany, but they don’t correspond much elsewhere so beware of suggestions that might generalize like this. Arvind’s White Tiger pairs well with Ishiguro’s Remains of the Day ( there is also a film of this) if ones moves beyond the India thing and looks at the representation of the role of the servant in both texts. Connections like this can be much more rewarding for the student as they are smaller and tighter in their focus.

The Text is All.
 There are big problems with plot-based, “issue- based” texts like Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper  or Niffnegger’s The Time Traveller’s Wife ( don’t get me wrong- I’m not making judgments on these texts per se- I enjoyed the latter immensely on a flight to London and engaged with the sentiments within it), but the texts do not use a variety of techniques, relying mainly on plot. In this Individual Study, there is also always the ‘genre’ as I call them, of essays that use autobiographical texts relating to women in Islamic or African countries and these essays are not always successful as they do not examine the specific techniques of autobiographical narrative but instead focus on plot events. Questions for these texts are often problematic. A question such as “How do …and …explore the lives of women in two different countries?” is too open- ended.  It becomes a wide, generalised list of differences, tenuously held together by statements which assert that women, despite being from different countries, still fall into forbidden relationships, or suffer injustice…or whatever. 
A half way decent question that I have come across for this ‘genre’ of essay was “ How do the authors explore the development of relationships between characters from different worlds?” This tightened the focus of the essay somewhat, although most students who attempt essays of this' genre’ rarely discuss techniques even of characterisation or setting, but simply take the “How” as how does the plot show etc. An example of a question that gives the student the forum for nothing but plot and/or generalisations is “Love has both positive and negative outcomes. How do …and …explore this in their respective texts?” Fortunately Desert Flower and Slave and Princess and endless others of their ilk, seem to be fading from the student choices, although a couple of new contenders, with possibly a little more literary scope, seem to be A Thousand Splendid Suns, and Memoirs of A Geisha. Sadly though, even essays on these texts often revolve around a “What happened in both texts” rather than acknowledging any role of the author. 
If the student won’t budge and insists on doing a text like this, get them to narrow the question right down- rather than “How do authors explore problems in families?”, get them to look at “How do the authors, through similar and different representations of father figures, explore power structures in families?, for instance.

The Question is More Than All. 
The actual phrasing of the question is vital in guiding the student towards a decent response to the question. “Comment on the ways in which two authors present women as being strong willed/victimised” has slightly more potential, especially for texts like those mentioned above than the question which asks “Do…and ….suggest that women are strong willed”; without the “How”, this type of question leads to a simple yes or no response. 
There are always the dangerous Yes/No questions, such as  “ In….and ….did the characters value similar or different things?” There’s no room for analysis there at all and simply the forum for a list of what was valued or not. The dreaded evaluative question is also to be avoided; the “How effective are the strategies/ techniques/ styles etc of….and ….in showing how love can be dangerous “ or whatever- the essay has nowhere to go, it’s obviously not going to use “not very effective”, so what’s the point of the question being phrased like this? 
Students should be steered away from questions with the wording “Which text is more effective in portraying “difficulties in families” or whatever, implying that the texts are in some sort of competition; the question itself calls for a finite, and ultimately subjective, answer.
Questions which are convoluted and contain too many ideas are recipes for disaster in some cases and in others, a way to ensure that the essay becomes, necessarily, a surface skim of each of the ideas; the word length forces the student to discuss the multitude of concepts very briefly and this is too the detriment of the essay overall. “How do the two authors explore emotions, concerns and needs of humanity and what shapes an individual’s identity?” is an example of this type of question. Another example of a convoluted, plot based question is “ How do characters embrace technology of the future and how does this improve or jeopardise their lives?” There is no mention of the author in the question, so there is no forum for the student’s answer to address it. Questions that are too broad in their focus, such as “How do two authors explore the nature of relationships?” turns also  into surface skimming and plot summary.
Character- based questions can be “dead- end questions” which lead the student in to recount of plot –with questions such as “How similar or different are the ways that characters choose to react against their circumstances” which described the similarities and differences without examining the reasons for this character or plot construction. Some responses pursue questions such as “How do authors of both texts show that everyone’s reaction is different?”, usually centering on events in the plot and character’s reaction to them again without examining why these events are in there (for example, the author commenting on social issues) and why the characters may have been constructed to react like this. 

“To what extent” questions can pose problems for weaker students if both texts explore similar concepts; a question such as “To what extent do Heart of Darkness and The Road explore the darkness of the human condition” is a non-starter, as both texts do, to a great extent, but this doesn’t help to narrow the focus and for a weaker student can be disastrous and lead to mass generalizations and recounting of plot. Questions that asked in what similar and different ways is the ‘darkness’ of the human condition explored or portrayed open up a much greater forum and can narrow the focus to help the student achieve formulating a specific answer to the question. 
Some Essays demonstrate the negative effects of “The something for everyone” topic, a single question that asks, for example, how authors addressed the themes of jealousy, religion, politics and the role of women. The scope of the question is too large and the essay, in 2000 words, cannot give detailed coverage of the way each theme is addressed similarly or differently in the connected texts. Thus the student runs the risk of either unbalanced discussions or a cursory, surface covering of the aspects of the question. A narrow focus of the question, such as “How do Campion’s The Piano and Frame’s An Angel at My Table use symbols of confinement in similar and different ways?”, or “In what similar and different ways do the authors of that eye the sky and What’s Eating Gilbert Grape explore the impact of an isolated environment on the main characters of their texts?” will give the student much tighter boundaries and the chance to produce a more focused, detailed discussion.

The Style.

Students must be steered away from stating a technique but not analyzing its usage, with statements like “ The author gives a clear description of the setting of the shop” as if this was the purpose in itself. Statements about internal monologue which assert that it “lets the reader see what the character is thinking” without discussing why it may have been employed show a lack of analytical awareness; strongly to e avoided, but adly often used by weaker students is the blanket and highly subjective statement about a certain technique “keeping the reader interested” or being used to “add depth to the book”.
 If only one technique is discussed by weaker students, it is invariably characterisation – but not always analyzed as a specific and deliberate technique used by authors, with accompanying (and clearly stated) examples of character related imagery, motifs or symbols, how the narrative constructed or helped to present the characters or how the film technique used specific shots and angles to create ideas about the characters. “Use of characterization” becomes a recurring phrase in many essays when the essay is really just a description of a text’s characters and events- in short the basic plot. Weaker students’ essays can hide behind characterisation as it is ostensibly the easiest technique for a student to recognize and one with which they have probably been in some way familiar with since junior English. Thus the articulation and demonstration of exactly how characterisation is actually employed needed to go beyond fairly simple examples of similar events happening to similar characters in both texts, showing, for example, that “all people can be affected by the past”, and interrogate the ways that authors use characters to present or in cases challenge ideas, or whatever.

Differences between texts are often listed rather than analyzed. Some essays are merely summaries of many aspects of both texts, noting differences, say, in settings, or differences in narrative style, without drawing the reader to the significance of the difference or, even more damningly, relating these differences specifically to the question. This seems like the student has merely collated their notes from whatever Folio of Evidence they were required to produce on both texts without actively engaging with the question that is aimed at connecting the texts.

Poetic and metaphorical introductions, including such statements as “techniques are an oil which facilitates the ideas of the text, the building blocks in a text’s construction”,  often herald a waffling, very light approach to the techniques, and indeed the question itself. Avoid allowing the students to develop a flowery, pseudo-poetic style, and discourage the interjection of rhetorical questions- they detract from the effect and give a pompous, waffling tone. The style needs to be fluent, tight and clear- they can’t use their own metaphors to explain the metaphors of the text. 
As always with this task, the best essays use a clear, concise and tight analytical style of prose. The use of metaphors or colloquialisms, rather than formal, analytical prose to describe events or themes in a text can make the essay seem over worded or in many cases, informal and unsophisticated. It can also be unwittingly humorous, as in the statement relating to the developing relationship between the male characters in BrokeBack Mountain, where it was stated that ‘Ennis slowly opens up to Jack’.

The weakest essays are merely two different plot summaries; they act as two separate discussions of two texts, with no continuous linking references to the comparisons or contrasts, like two separate essays which share only an introduction and a conclusion. Those slightly higher focus on similar plots to show a very broad concept, such as difficulties in life, rather than contrasting and comparing symbols or structure or other techniques. Many essays recognize pairings but discuss them in a two-dimensional manner, not linking the pairings to the wider themes of the two texts but instead merely stating “Text A has negative characters. Text B has negative characters as well…” without discussing why these characters have been used in the texts.

Film technique is not always utilized to its fullest extent and in many cases remains unaddressed. Pairing a novel with a film is a good choice as it gives the student much more forum to discuss how film uses specific cinematic techniques in similar and different ways to the novel. Students can contrast how mood is created by music, mis-en-scene and lighting in the film, say, and by setting and colour imagery in the novel.

The more fluent essays integrate the texts at all times, in topic and conclusive sentences, with connecting evidence as well as statements. The pairing of images, symbols or aspects of characters or settings that seem to mirror each other from both texts, with an acknowledgement of their similar or different usages in the two texts always provides evidence of a sophisticated analysis and, most importantly, a strong  understanding of the requirements of the Essay criteria. 
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