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Hints for thinking about essay titles and introductions

The essay title usually invites some element of debate.  Even if it is a contention with which you agree strongly, you should not ignore possible alternative arguments.  When you first look at the title, try to think about the main argumentative positions that it would be possible to take.

Don't immediately think of whole chunks of notes that you've learnt and get locked into regurgitating them.  Exam essays rarely give you an opportunity to use your material in a pre-arranged order.  They are testing your ability to use material constructively and apply it to new formulations of problems.

You should certainly not start writing before you have planned your essay and thought about the 

overall argument which you will present.  The introduction should be used to "set out your stall", to 

make it clear that you have thought about how the essay will unfold and summarise your understanding of the main issues. 

What do essay titles mean?  You have to concentrate on the specific wording of the question in order to plan your answer.  You cannot write the same essay in answer to any question that mentions 

"urbanisation" or "urban management".  The examiner should be able to tell from the introduction which question you are addressing!  This is not always possible when students churn out a standard paragraph eg. on the definition of sustainable development.

Think about the difference between these 3 titles:

.
Is there a need to aim for sustainable urban growth and development?

.
What are the most effective policies for bringing about sustainable urban growth and development?

.
Urban growth and development are strictly controlled in the early 21st century.  Discuss.

They need different approaches.  (Take a few minutes to sketch essay outlines for each question.)  

When you first look at a title, you should try to "unpack" the meaning and implications of the key terms.

Make it a rule not to give any examples in the introduction.  (These may well be relevant to answering 

the question after the introduction but they have to be used thoughtfully, not listed without regard for the question.)

The introduction should be brief and pithy - try limiting yourself to 100 words when practising essay 

writing in non-exam conditions.  Then it may become a habit.  If you only have 100 words, you will 

have to keep your thoughts concise.  If an examiner looks at the first page of an essay and sees that it is one long paragraph, continuing onto page 2, it is a sure sign that the essay has not been planned.  The examiner is not expecting a good essay - and s/he hasn't even read a word!

The introduction may be the place to show that you understand key terms in the essay title but this does not need to be a boring dictionary definition; you can show by the way that you use the words that you understand their meaning and implications for the answer you are going to give. (See the example overleaf).

Openings that will make an examiner cringe (and why):

"In this essay I am going to argue ..." (Waste of words and keep yourself out of it – don’t use I)
"I disagree with this statement."  (By all means disagree, but don’t state it like this.)
"The management of cities is a very complex issue to discuss in such a short time."  (It sounds despairing!  Lacks confidence, tells us nothing.)

"Cities are organised in many different ways."  (Empty statement)

"Personally I feel that urban management is important because urban growth is very fast in the third world as it was in the developed world during the industrial revolution and without management cities will get out of hand and must be brought under control ..."  

(Confused, personalised, lacks punctuation).

Think about each of the following essay titles.  Write some notes that would help you to structure your essay and then write an introduction.

1.
Regulations and economic measures both have their place as instruments which governments can use to move towards urban sustainability.  Discuss.

2. A significant cut in fossil fuel consumption would make a major contribution towards improving urban life and reducing the damage that urban activities do to the environment.  Discuss.

3. Do developed or developing countries face greater challenges in the aim of achieving sustainable urban development?

4.  “Virtual travel will help prevent our traffic nightmare becoming a reality” (RAC)

5. Approaching sustainable development from the purely local level is not enough.  What is needed is an interplay of policy 'from above' and 'from below'".  Discuss.  

EXAMPLE:

Regulations and economic measures both have their place as instruments which governments can use to move towards urban sustainability.  Discuss.

Introduction:

Individuals and organisations cannot be relied on to take independent, voluntary action to limit consumption of resources and land, water and air pollution.  Regulations and economic measures are complementary instruments that governments can employ to affect behaviour.  Some changes in production and consumption are more efficiently brought about by legal measures that set limits on products and processes; others are best dealt with by altering taxes, subsidies and charges to favour less damaging products and processes.  Together, these instruments can have a significant impact on environmental performance.  (87 words)
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