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This essay writing guide is designed to 

accompany the podcasts on King Lear and 

Elizabeth Bishop which are available on 

this site. Should you find my podcasts and 

s t u d y n o t e s h e l p f u l , y o u m a y w i s h t o 

download additional resources which are 

a v a i l a b l e o n m y w e b s i t e , 

www.cianhogan.com You may also contact 

me through the website. Best of luck in the 

forthcoming exams!  
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LEAR ESSAY WRITING 
Understanding 
the marking 
scheme ensures 
that your hard 
work will be 
rewarded. It is 
vital that you 
understand how 
PCLM works.

The following advice is based on the requirements of 
State Examinations Commission’s the marking scheme. 
The views expressed here are not necessarily my 
personal opinions, but are derived from discussions with 
examiners and close reading of the Chief Examiner’s 
reports. It is very important that you take the time to 
download and read the Chief Examiner’s reports which 
can be found on www.examinations.ie. 

๏ Starting Point

Your essay must always contain a beginning, a middle and 
an end.

Essay 
Writing 

Technique 

the 
‘purpose’ 

marks 
control  

everything 

http://www.examinations.ie
http://www.examinations.ie


Writing An Intro |  Notes
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THE CHIEF 
EXAMINER’S 
REPORT 
‘Examiners reported that 
candidates genera l ly 
seemed well prepared for 
answering on Single Text 
questions. Although most 
answers d isp layed a 
close knowledge of the 
studied texts, unfocused 
narrative remained a 
f ea tu r e o f t he l e s s 
successful attempts . 
Successful candidates 
avoided simple character 
ske tches and wro te 
cogently, using focused 
n a r r a t i v e , o n b o t h 
aspects of the question. 
Quotations were used 
liberally, but not always 
accurately or judiciously. 
Examiners noted that the 
best answers in the 
Single Text Section were 
anchored in a careful and 
assured examination of 
a l l a s p e c t s o f t h e 
q u e s t i o n . W h i l e 
unfocused nar ra t i ve 
remains a minor problem, 
m o s t c a n d i d a t e s 
displayed an admirable 
flexibility in adapting their 
k n o w l e d g e t o t h e 
d e m a n d s o f t h e 
question’...

Introductions

Apart from the C marks, there are no marks per se in the 
marking scheme for the quality of your introduction. You 
will not be rewarded in the marking scheme for proof in 
your introduction that you have planned your essay. 
However, you must have an introduction and obviously it is 
best that your introduction looks planned. There are a 
number of relatively easy tricks you can perform to lend 
your intro the appearance of being highly structured.  Try 
not to over-complicate your introduction or promise 
something that you cannot or do not fulfil in your essay; 
because, if you do, you could damage your “C” marks. 

Your introduction should be short and should emphasise 
the question asked. One of the best pieces of essay writing 
technique that you can employ, is to ask yourself if 
someone could tell what the question asked was by simply 
reading my introduction. If the answer is no to this 
question, you need to start again. Generally speaking, it 
may be best to avoid mentioning a specific scene, act, or 
character unless these are asked in the question. In order 
to avoid mentioning irrelevant material, you must make a 
list of the key question words before you start to write your 
introduction. Bear in mind that it is entirely possible to 

‘Students should be aware of the dangers 
of unfocused narrative particularly in their 
response to a Single Text question. It is 

important to move beyond mere 
description of content’

Essay 
Writing 

Technique
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prepare in advance the attributes of what an introduction to those 
key areas of play might look like. 

๏ Sentences

The basic unit of any essay is the sentence. Remember to keep 
keep control over your sentences. When you first begin to write 
Leaving Certificate style essay you need to write in short 
measured sentences. Only when you feel in control of your writing 
should you attempt longer sentences. Some of the most basic 
mistakes made by students include:

★ The unintentional repetition of words. Look at the following 
example where unintentional repetition has weakened the 
sentence: 

‘Examiners noted 
that the best 
answers in the 
Single Text Section 
were anchored in a 
careful and assured 
examination of all 
aspects of the 
question. While 
unfocused narrative 
remains a minor 
problem, most 
candidates 
displayed an 
admirable flexibility 
in adapting their 
knowledge to the 
demands of the 
question’

you must 
ensure 

that there 
is a clear 

and 
obvious 
focus to 

your 
paragraph

EFFECTIVE PARAGRAPHS 



Effective Paragraph Notes
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The compulsory single text question 
The single text question is worth 60 marks. This question is compulsory. 
You will be given a choice between two different questions on the day of the 
examination. Generally, there tends to be a choice between a character 
based question and a theme based one. However, this is not guaranteed 
and questions that deal with the technical aspects of the play can and do 
appear on the examination. 

 Lear demands that a love test take place, because 
 Lear wants to test his daughter’s love. 

★ Starting two consecutive sentences with the same  words. 

★ Using overused or misused adjectives such as good, nice, 
bad, brilliant etc... 

★ Failing to make the verb and the subject agree. 
★ Using unusual syntax that departs from normal word order.

Most essay writing problems originate from poorly though out 
sentences. Remember, effective sentences work to create 
effective paragraphs that are focused on the question asked. 
How you organise your paragraph is vital to the success of your 
essay. The marking scheme is designed in such a manner as to 
reward students who arrange their answer to the question in an 
ordered manner:

 “ T h e s y l l a b u s 
requires that, all students will be expected to 
b e a s s i d u o u s i n t h e i r a t t e n t i o n t o 
p a r a g r a p h i n g , s y n t a x , s p e l l i n g a n d 
punctuation. Candidates at both Higher and 
O rd i n a r y Le v e l s b e n e f i t e d w h e n t h e y 

Apt use of 
quotation 
is vital to 

your 
ability to 
respond 

to the 
question. 
There is 

no 
escaping 
this fact. 
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According to 
the chief 

examiner’s 
report 2008 

Less successful responses to questions 
on the Single Text occurred when 
candidates (i) had some difficulty with 
recall (ii) were unsure as to the precise 
information asked for or (iii) wrote 
extensive summaries of the plot ...

exhibited an ability to 
structure their writing, 
organise paragraphs, 
spell accurately and 
c o r r e c t l y e m p l o y 
punctuation.”

  
 A p a r a g r a p h i s a g r o u p o f 
sentences that deal with one idea. In 
other words, there must be a clear and 
discernible focus to your paragraph. If 
the essay were about the Edmund, then 
one of your paragraphs might have as its 
focus, the way in which Edmund appears 
honest. A paragraph must never have 
two competing ideas. If you cannot say, 
what aspect o f the quest ion your 
paragraph is dealing with then your 
paragraph is not focussed. Remember, 
paragraphs that deal with more than one 
idea at one time tend be confused and 
do not exploit the marking scheme in 
the most effective and time efficient 
fashion. For the first three essays that 
you write, it is a good idea to write the 
focus of the paragraph down the side of 
the page. This will help you to think 
about where your essay is going. The 
best paragraphs contain at least three 
obvious references to the question 
asked. For example, if the question were 
centred on the word ‘deceit’, then your 
paragraph should mention the word 
deceit three or four times, but should 
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also contain words and phrases like ‘appearance and reality’, ‘lies’, ‘indirections’ etc. 
Remember, that you should indent the beginning of each paragraph. It is good practice 
to leave a few lines between each paragraph. 

“Quotations”
Every paragraph you write must contain STRONG quotations that make thematic, character 
or technical points. Using strong quotation will allow you to avoid paraphrasing the text. 
Paraphrase weakens your answer and is not rewarded in the marking scheme.  Look at the 
following example:

Provided that it doesn’t fragment your essay, block quotation can be a very useful tool in 
strengthening your point. When using block quotation you should drop down a line and 
move to the centre of the page. However, it is important to remember that quotation is only 
useful in so far as it is supporting a point that is completely relevant to the question asked. 

Remember the question is everything there is no such thing as 
mark by impression in the English exam...

Take a look at the following example of how to use block quotation: 

As we prepare ourselves for the play’s tragic ending, we are 
forced to agree with Gloucester that in this cruel world, the 
weak are:

 As flies to wanton boys, [...] to the Gods;



Although the block quotation stands on its own, it still follows the logic of the 
previous sentence. When the paragraph resumes, the focus is still very clear. In fact, 
the next sentence justifies the use of the block quotation. You must avoid dropping 
the quotation onto the page as if it arrived from nowhere. You will never be rewarded 
simply for using quotation. Your use of quotation must be justified by its connection 
to some aspect of the question. And that connection should always be: thematic, 
character and or technical. 

๏ The Length Paragraphs 

It is of course impossible to prescribe the length of paragraph that you should write. 
However, in an examination situation most paragraphs will consist of sixteen to 
eighteen lines of exam booklet or 14 to 18 sentences. Keeping this in mind, you 
should make sure that you practise writing essays on examination style booklet. Well 
written essays tend to contain paragraphs of even length. If you think about this for 
a moment, it is entirely logical. If the question contains three parts, then, in order to 
obtain full marks, you must deal with each of these three parts more or less evenly. 
One paragraph containing four sentences and another containing twenty-four 
sentences tends to indicate a poorly structured essay. It is important that you get 
into the habit of approaching each paragraph in a structured well thought out 
fashion. The best paragraphs nearly always contain:

More than one clear reference to the question asked.

At least three quotations delivered in a developed PQE sequence.
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EFFECTIVE PARAGRAPHS 



Apt use of technical vocabulary such as; atmosphere, dramatic 

irony, motif of sight, soliloquy etc  

Think Before You Write!
So before, during and after you put pen to paper you should ask yourself the 

following questions:

✓ Is the paragraph focused on one aspect of the question?

✓ Does my paragraph have at least three strong quotations?

✓ If the paragraph were taken out of the essay would one be able to tell 

what  the question asked was?

✓ Are the paragraphs evenly distributed?

✓ Have you written roughly four pages?

If the answer is no to any of these, the chances are that your essay is flawed and needs to 
be reworked. From now on, please do not write an essay without 
reading this handout through. Make sure you follow the check-list above. Don’t 
be afraid to ask tough questions of your own writing. 
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Summation Notes
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