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 The big picture

Isn’t 
marking 

writing just 
someone’s 
opinion?

I am 
going to be a 

computer engineer so 
why should I have to 

write?

Teachers 
just like big 

words.

How do you
know what good

writing is like?

going to be a 
computer engineer so 

why should I have to 
write?

How do you
know what good

writing is like?

These are common complaints among students who are faced with the challenge of writing structured and 
thoughtful essays for level 1 NCEA. This book focuses on developing the skills you need to achieve to a high 
standard in the assessment of formal writing. Writing excellence comes from good processes and a willingness to 
experiment with a range of styles and tasks.

In this book you will be encouraged to consider the basics of good writing, to try different writing styles and to 
see that effective formal writing is all about purpose and the ability to communicate facts, concepts and ideas in a 
way that engages your reader.

Joe Bennett, a well-regarded New Zealand writer, explains the craft of writing in an article entitled ‘Like 
Plumbing’. He says that writing is the gradual acquisition of a craft, not like something that drops mysteriously 
and fully formed from heaven. This is particularly true of formal writing, as you can learn and practise the 
structure of researching material and writing a good essay.  

Some students do have a natural love of writing. They seem to be both inspired and fl uent. Such a student 
probably reads a lot (and reading absolutely helps writing); but most importantly, anyone can write very well if 
they are prepared to learn and practise the craft – just like Joe Bennett’s plumber.

What follows is a summary of what you can aim to achieve as you learn the craft of using words to respond to a 
text you have read in class, to clarify a complex idea or to justify a point of view.
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Writing has power!
To write effectively, you need to think about all of the following aspects.

A clear sense of purpose
This means that you should have a statement of intent. Every choice you make about structure, vocabulary, 
syntax and figurative language when writing will depend on your purpose.

A sense of your audience
You need to know for whom you are writing. A review requires a different style from the style required for a 
report on genetic engineering.

Something to say
This might range from ideas about The Hunger Games to some thoughts about the problem of internet dating. 
Published writing is not just a series of observations or notes, or an unedited dump of unstructured ideas. Once 
you publish your writing, you are in the business of communicating effectively.

A voice
While voice is essential in creative writing, it is less important in some academic essays you will write. For 
example, a science essay does not benefit from you intruding as a personality. However, at Level 1 NCEA your 
opinion and your personal response do matter. You should not sound like your teacher!

Interest
Do not bore your reader. Your reader must be interested and involved if your writing is to be effective.

Show, don’t tell
You cannot make claims in your essays which you do not prove. We, your readers, will not believe you if you ‘just 
tell us stuff’ – be it about books, films or ideas.

Respect the conventions
The NCEA English moderators (the professionals who set the standards for writing) speak of excellent writing 
creating ‘a striking whole’. This means that you show mastery of your craft. Just as a musician can perform a 
piece of music that he or she has completely mastered or a rugby player can carry the ball the length of the field, 
never dropping it, so you as a writer should aim to be in control of your writing. Sloppy spelling and punctuation 
intrude on your ability to communicate effectively and to demonstrate control of your subject matter.

The following chapters will help you to understand and develop the skills of good formal writing so that you, too, 
can become effective and – we hope – excellent writers.

Elements of successful formal writing
Formal writing – what is it, exactly?
Formal writing is a general term for writing that is not primarily creative. It includes reports, responses to text 
essays, reviews and opinion writing. Writers often use ‘creative’ writing techniques to make their ‘formal’ writing 
more engaging. You need an understanding of how to structure your writing, but you can also use figurative 
language and a ‘voice’ so that your writing is engaging as well as containing thoughtful ideas and opinions. 

Formal writing is sometimes called ‘transactional’ writing. The word transactional implies that you communicate 
ideas to another person. This type of writing has conventions of structure and style. For this reason, a science 
report does not start, ‘Hey dude. About that mind-blowing event that happened in the lab. That was sick.’
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Structure in formal writing
A key component of being able to produce good formal writing is understanding structure. As you become better 
at developing your ideas and your formal writing becomes more complex, you will need to modify your writing’s 
structure. Random, disorganised ideas are not an effective means of communication at any level.

The ability to express what you think in a convincing way is a skill for life.

Planning

Planning the whole essay
All your formal writing pieces will need to have an introduction, a body and a conclusion.

Initially, your essays will have three paragraphs in the body but this number will increase as your ideas become 
more complex and developed. The diagram below illustrates this idea.

From paragraph to essay

Paragraph structure (‘SEXY’) Essay structure
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Topic sentence 
(Statement or main idea)

Introduction

Thesis statement (proposal/
argument) with general overview

Expansion/elaboration of 
that topic statement or 
main idea

Body

Paragraph 1
• Statement
• Expansion
• Example(s)

Paragraph 2
• Statement
• Expansion
• Example(s)

Paragraph 3
• Statement
• Expansion
• Example(s)

Examples/illustrations of 
that topic statement or 
main idea

Your response to that 
topic or idea (relate idea 
to yourself or to your 
community)

Conclusion

Restatement or review of the 
main points of the thesis/
argument

Final statement or comment
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Mind mapping
Many students find a mind map to be the most useful method of organising their ideas. Here is an example of a 
mind map structure to match the structure outlined in the diagram above. The topic is: Reality television.

Keywords from topic and their meanings:
Reality TV is TV which is real life, not acted out – like The Bachelor, Survivor, The Block or cooking contests. 
Often there are people in reality TV shows who are trying to win prizes.

What I think/believe [introduction]: 
I think it can be really funny and entertaining, but sometimes it goes too far and people can be made to look 
silly or be harmed because of the way they are shown on TV. Also, sometimes it is rigged and people in the 
programme are used to help ratings which can be harmful to their reputation and self-esteem. There need to 
be some controls on what people are asked to do. 

What my points will be [introduction]:
• It is just entertainment and people do watch it.
• Some reality TV becomes degrading and could hurt the people involved. 
• It is not always reality and can be filmed or edited in a way aimed at improving ratings. 

Statement 1 [body paragraph 1]:
Reality TV is very popular and provides good 
entertainment for a lot of viewers.

Statement 2 [body paragraph 2]: 
However, sometimes people are put into degrading 
situations or made to look stupid. 

Explanation: We like to 
see people like ourselves 
put into challenging, 
competitive situations. 

Example: The Bachelor/
The Amazing Race

Explanation: Some 
programmes are so 
extreme that the 
competitors behave 
badly and will do 
dangerous things.

Example: Survivor

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement: 
Reality TV can be fun and entertaining.

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement:
Some programmes begin to look like The Hunger 
Games as they become dangerously extreme just for 
entertainment.

Statement 3 [body paragraph 3]: 
Viewers do not actually see reality – we see an 
edited and selected version of what happens so that 
it is more interesting.

Explanation: The 
producers deliberately 
choose contestants and 
arrange events to cause 
some conflict and drama.

Example: America’s 
Next Top Model

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement:
This shows that the contestants have no real control 
and are just pawns, so that it is not reality but a 
drama with real people in it.
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Practising mind mapping
Use the same template as in the example opposite to organise your own ideas on a topic of your choice.

Some examples of topics might be:
• Hair at school/facial hair
• The use of 1080 to control pests
• Banning boxing as a sport
• Internet bullying
• Media and body image.

Find a topic and write it down below, then fi ll in the template over the page.

If you wish, use the space below to brainstorm ideas.
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Keywords from topic and their meanings:

What I think/believe [introduction]: 

What my points will be [introduction]:

Statement 1 [body paragraph 1]: Statement 2 [body paragraph 2:
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Explanation: Example: Explanation Example:

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement: 

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement:

Statement 3 [body paragraph 3]: Statement 4 [body paragraph 4]:

Explanation: Example: Explanation: Example:

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement:

How my explanation/example supports my 
statement:
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 The opinion essay
This section of the workbook will look at the different parts of a piece of formal writing, using an opinion essay 
as the focus.

 Parts of the opinion essay
Once you have mastered the importance of planning, the next step is to gain a better understanding of the parts 
of an essay. These are:
• the introduction
• the body paragraphs
• the conclusion.  

These are described in the following sections, with tasks to allow you to practise the skills required.

 The introduction 
The introduction is the blueprint of your essay. In this opening paragraph, you will indicate to your reader what 
your approach in the rest of the essay will be. The following example is the introduction in an essay on bullying.

Example

Step 1: Write the opening sentence, in which you can establish a general context for your essay.

Many children, adolescents and even adults live in a world that they find hostile and which makes them feel 
intimidated and powerless.

Step 2: Now you should address the topic specifi cally.

Bullying is a major issue in many schools and in the whole of society and its damaging effects can last a 
lifetime.

Step 3: Outline how you will address the question.

It seems wrong that a small number of angry, insecure and sometimes vicious people should have such 
power over others. I believe that this problem can be addressed by using the idea that evil will flourish if 
good individuals do nothing. We should all be intolerant of the bully and openly condemn anyone who 
harms others.

This opening paragraph has:
• engaged the reader with an interesting opening that remains relevant to the subject
• identifi ed the terms of the topic
• set up a blueprint for the essay as a whole
• given a clear sense of the writer’s attitude to the subject.

Blueprint – a detailed plan, especially 
in the early stages of a project or idea. 
(Oxford English Dictionary)

L1 Formal Writing LWB.indd   8 9/27/16   10:31 AM



Produce formal writing  9

© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd  –  ISBN 978-0-908315-74-1  –  Copying or scanning from ESA workbooks is limited to 3% under the NZ Copyright Act.

Practising introductions
1. Using the three-step process outlined in the example above, write an introduction to an essay which 

supports this statement.

The use of social media benefi ts society.

 Step 1: Write a general engaging sentence giving a context for the subject.

 Step 2: Identify or defi ne the terms of your topic and your attitude. 

 Step 3: Outline your argument.

2. Write an introduction to an essay opposing this statement. That is:

The use of social media does not benefi t society.

 Use the three-step guide that follows to structure your introduction.
 Step 1: Write a general engaging sentence giving a context for the subject.

 Step 2: Identify or defi ne the terms of your topic and your attitude.

 Step 3: Outline your argument.
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Giving/receiving feedback on introductions
The introduction that follows has been given to you by a classmate who wants you to read it and give them 
some feedback. It is for the topic ‘The value of co-curricular activities’.

Some people think that there is too much sport at school, but I think that they are 
wrong. Sure there is lots of rugby, cricket, netball, squash, hockey and also things like 
drama, music and Stage Challenge. Most of these things are really benefi cial, though. 
Stage Challenge was really enjoyable and even though our school did not win a prize, all 
the students enjoyed it, many parents attended and it looked fantastic.

This task will show you how to identify the way this introduction could be improved, using the following 
questions as a focus for your feedback:
• Is the author’s attitude clear?
• Are three main points identifi ed?
• Are explanations or examples left out of the introduction?

Work through the following points to create a description of your classmate’s work that will provide some 
positive feedback and also give them some areas to work on.
• Each point begins with bolded options – cross out the options you do not want.
• Highlight some words that support your comments means to take out a highlighter (or underline using a pen) 

and use it to highlight (or underline) relevant words/phrases on your classmate’s introduction at the start of 
this task.

1. a. I got a clear idea / some idea / no real clear sense of your attitude to the topic.
b. Highlight some words that support your comments.

2. a. Your main ideas were clear / weren’t very clear in your introduction.
b. Highlight some words that support your comments.

3. a.  Your introduction stopped before you started giving examples and developing your ideas / 
started developing ideas by explaining examples.

b. Highlight some words that support your comments.

 Body paragraphs – LEER, TEER and SEXY
The body of your essay is the three paragraphs in which you discuss and develop your ideas. Level 1 English 
students should use a clear structure. There are a variety of acronyms used as memory cues to remind you what 
needs to be in a body paragraph.

One example of an acronym you can use to give a clear structure is TEER or LEER.

L LEAD/TOPIC SENTENCE T

E EXAMPLE E

E EXPLANATION E 

R RELEVANCE  R
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Answers

Proofreading  (page 69)
1. characters; director’s

2. It’s; awards

3. children’s; its; humour

4. whose; who’s

5. people’s; they’re; actors

6. The movie Alive is about a true story of 45 people, including a rugby 
team, who crash in the Andes whilst they are flying. The pilots lose 
control of the plane and crash – this happens because of the weather. 
During their time on the snowy mountain, the passengers encounter 
many obstacles and are forced to do things that go against their 
beliefs, but have to do so to survive.

7. The film The Shawshank Redemption uses the voice-over technique. 
This is very effective in this film because there are a few scenes that 
could be confusing, but the voice-over clarifies what is happening 
especially with Andy’s scenes. It also gives a better insight into what 
is happening to the Shawshank Prison and the prisoners. An example 
is the scene where Andy helps one of the prison guards in return for 
some beer for him and his prison friends on the roof. It seems quite 
strange for someone to do that, but then Red does a voice-over and 
says, ‘He did it to feel normal again. If only for a short while.’ This 
voice-over was very helpful and clarified some strange thoughts about 
what was happening during the film.

8. The film tells the story of Andy Dufresne. Andy is a high-class bank 
manager who was jailed for killing his wife and her lover in 1947. The 
story follows him through 20 years at Shawshank Prison, moving from 
having a normal life to a hard prison life where ‘on a bad day you’ll 
probably die, and on a good day you might just get beat up’.

9. The main characters are Andy (Tim Robbins), a high-class bank 
manager who killed his wife and her lover, and Red (Morgan Freeman), 
a guy who can get anything into the jail. I think Tim Robbins did a 
good job, but Morgan Freeman excelled – he made the movie come 
together.
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