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HANDOUTS FOR ENGLISH

NUMBER 71

WRITING COMMENTS - GENERAL REMARKS

Comments are argumentative texts. In other words, you want your reader to understand and agree with your point of view and the reasons you give for having it. The answers to the following questions should help you to achieve this.

1. Who is going to read your answer? (The answer you write for a twelve-year-old child will probably be different from one you write for a teacher!)

2. How much background information do you think the reader has?

3. How much will you have to give him / her?

4. What do you want the reader's reaction to be after reading the text? (Should the reader DO something, accept or reject something, change his mind about something?)

5. Can you summarise the main point of your argument in one sentence? (It is important that you do this in order to make sure you are keeping to the point.)

6. What evidence do you give to support your argument? (This can taken from your own experience, books you have read, texts you have studied, programmes you have seen or heard.)

7. Have you presented the evidence effectively? (This can be done by using different methods such as definitions, examples, comparisons, contrasts, etc.)

8. What are the opposing views to yours? Have you dealt with them and shown why you think they are wrong?

9. How do you want to structure your answer? (How do you want to introduce the topic? How many paragraphs should there be in the main part of the answer? What do you want to put into your last paragraph?

GIVING PERSONAL COMMENTS

In a personal comment, we usually state first whether we are for or against something. Then we give reasons and arguments for what we think, usually in contrast to a different view. Normally we finish with a conclusion based on the evidence that we have given. When we develop a comment by moving from reasons FOR a view to reasons AGAINST it, then to other reasons for and against it and so on, we follow a DIALECTICAL ORDER. This dialectical order is based on contrasts and comparisons.

STEPS FOR WRITING A COMMENT

1. Think of the given fact or idea with which opposing ideas are or can be connected. Use this fact / idea as the topic to start from.

2. Quote or sum up the viewpoint you wish to OPPOSE. Inform your readers / listeners about the standpoint (thesis) you do not accept.

3. Then state your own view, the antithesis, which you can support and defend. Do this with AT LEAST two pieces of evidence.
Your own view may be introduced by

· a contrastive signal (e.g. "However", "Yet", "On the other hand", ... etc.)

· a viewpoint expression (e.g. "I think / do not think", "In my view" - cf. the relevant handouts).

4. Attitudinal adverbs (e.g. "obviously", "clearly", "certainly,".... etc.) can provide EMPHASIS but care is needed when using them because they are sometimes used to appeal only to the reader's / listener's emotions and not to his / her intellect.

5. Support what you think with evidence from everyday experience, your personal experience, from the text you are dealing with, or from other texts, books, and magazines you have read previously. In a personal comment you may also appeal to people's needs and values.

6. In your argumentation, you may also wish to use the following kinds of clauses which are frequently found in comments;

· clauses of reason / cause with "since", "as", "because", ... etc.

· clauses of concession to include counter arguments. These are introduced by words like "although", "whereas", ... etc.

· conditional clauses with "if", "unless", ... etc. in order to say

· what is possible in the present or in the future;
e.g. If X happens / happened ... Y will / would result.

· say what you think was possible only in the past but is no longer possible in the present:
e.g. If X had happened ... Y would / would not have resulted.

7. To introduce arguments for or against a viewpoint, you can also use CAUSAL EXPRESSIONS at the beginning of a sentence;
e.g. "The reasons for this are...."; "This is why ..."; "Another reason for this is ...".

8. Contrastive signals can be used in the body of your text to continue and support the dialectical order of contrast and comparison in the text (cf. no. 3 above).

9. At the end of a paragraph or longer comment, draw a conclusion from your arguments by using signals like "so", "thus", "therefore", ... etc.

EXAMPLE QUESTION AND ANSWER

“Do you agree that TV has lead to the death of books?”

The word “death” in the question is, in itself provocative, suggesting an extreme point of view. Evidently / Certainly / Apparently the amount of TV viewing has increased rapidly in the last ten years, as evidenced by / as shown in / as suggested by / as documented in the report /the book / the text by .... 

This would not seem / does not seem (to me) to indicate .... On the contrary, recent research in this field suggests that ....

The next point to consider / the question then arises as to / how much time is given over to reading and what kinds of books are read by whom. When we consider that the amount of information available doubles every seven years, we must consider it the duty of members of the professions to read as much as possible.

Evidence in the USA / UK / Germany seems to indicate / suggest / point to an increase in the number of hours spent in front of the TV screen.

The result of this is that / Consequently people have less time for reading

To return to the question, the answer seems to be ....

Perhaps we should also reconsider how books are written in view of the limited reading time available. 'Books' here includes those written to entertain as well as those providing information. …

Thus, after a careful consideration of the arguments, I am lead to the conclusion that …
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