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Essay Tips 
INTRODUCTIONS 

 
In your introduction spend a few lines explaining the question, perhaps giving some concrete 
examples, and clarifying how you are going to interpret it.  You should certainly indicate the 
direction of the essay, and perhaps provide some ‘signposts’ that indicate what the sort of 
conclusion you will establish (this works best if your conclusion is unusual). Avoid 
dictionary definitions. 
 
 
1 Mathematicians have the concept of rigorous proof, which leads to knowing something 

with complete certainty.  Consider the extent to which complete certainty might be 
achievable in mathematics and at least one other area of knowledge.   

 
When I handed in my HL Maths portfolio which examined whether or not a certain animal 

population would reach more than 10,000 in 5 years, I had to check and re-check my calculations to be 

sure I had the answer right.  The feeling of how much you trust the conclusion is what we call 

‘certainty’, and I will be exploring this idea in three areas.  Firstly, I shall explore the rigorous 

mathematical proof where the connections between steps are explicitly laid out in order to achieve 

certainty within the closed system of mathematics.  Secondly, in science it seems to be impossible to 

achieve complete certainty, and so it’s more about degrees of certainty, which are, most of the time, 

sufficient to apply science to everyday life without definitive proof.   Lastly, in ethics there exists a 

potential conflict between reason and emotion in order to achieve certainty, making universal certainty 

impossible.  I shall attempt to show that despite certain differences between the different areas, there 

are often significant similarities.  

 

 
 

2 Evaluate the Strengths and Weaknesses of Reason as a Way of Knowing 
 

Reason is defined as the “capacity for rational thought or inference or discrimination” 

(www.dictionary.com, accessed 09/09/09) or as “a fact that logically justifies some premise or 

conclusion” (www.wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn, accessed 10/10/10). It is one of the four 

methods by which humans try to compile knowledge about the world and its truths, along with 

perception, emotion and language. Benefits certainly ensue from reasoning, for it is employed 

regularly in daily life and we rely on it for much of our knowledge, but it has limitations.  Thus by 

analysing the method of reasoning, comparing it to other ways of knowing and examining its uses, we 

can properly evaluate reason as a way of finding knowledge.  
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3 “The knowledge that we value the most is the knowledge for which we can provide the 

strongest justifications.” To what extent would you agree with this claim? 
 

• Smoking causes almost 90% of lung cancer deaths.  

• If 3 people are photographed together, the one in the middle will die first.  

 

The former claim is an official statistic issued by Cancer Research UK, justified inductively 

through empirical evidence; the latter is a mere superstition. Logically, we are more inclined to trust 

and value the first statement, and thus upon first glance, this claim seems to be true. However, coming 

from an Oriental background, I grew up with my parents decorating the house with a vast quantity of 

red banners and “festive” flowers for Chinese New Year, with the purpose of deterring demons and 

bringing fortune and prosperity into the household.  I know these beliefs are rooted within ancient 

Chinese myths, which I do not take to be strongly justified, but these practices are extremely common 

and this form of cultural knowledge is highly valued by me and my family; this seems to disagree with 

the claim. Furthermore, what we determine to be valuable is influenced particularly through our 

religious and cultural paradigms. In this essay, I will, therefore, not be discussing whether valued or 

justified knowledge is in fact true, but rather whether valued knowledge must be strongly justified and 

whether justified knowledge is necessarily valuable.  

 

 
4 Our senses tell us that a table, for example, is a solid object; science tells us that the table 

is mostly empty space.  Thus two sources of knowledge generate conflicting results. Can 
we reconcile such conflicts? 

 
Our role as critical thinkers is to examine complex situations from several points of view in 

order to come to a conclusion that we, as individuals, can justify personally.  However these different 

points of view sometimes conflict with each other to give seemingly contradictory results.  When I 

came across the foul-smelling durian fruit in Sri Lanka, the smell (reminiscent of rotting sewage) was 

enough to satisfy me that it would be inedible.  It took the persuasive power of my parents, our guide 

and the stallholder to convince me to try a piece and I was surprised to find the fruit delicious.  Human 

nature makes us uncomfortable living with inconsistencies and paradoxes, and in this essay I shall 

explore how such conflicts arise, and how we can resolve them should we want to. 
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Teachers Notes: INTRODUCTIONS 
 

Give students these introductions to read.  They can then discuss each one in groups, and work out 
what are the strengths/weaknesses of each one.  The following suggestions may be helpful – though 
note that you really need to read the whole essay for the points to fully make sense. 
 
Essay 1: This is a very good introduction 

• Clear focus on KI: ‘dos certainty means different things in different AoKs?’ 
• Clear language  
• Structure is easy to follow and there is a clear sense of direction. 
• The example is personal, original (could be better used) and reasonably used. 
• The distinctions that are to be made in the essay are clearly indicated, and in the final lines 

there is a clear thesis which is, presumably, to be explored in the body of the essay.   
• The term ‘certainty’ is clarified concisely without a dictionary.  
• It is interesting. 

 
Essay 2:  This is a very poor introduction 

• This could be said to be focussed on the KI of the question, but as it is simply re-iterating 
rather than exploring the issues, there is little credit; one would need to see some development. 

• The use of a dictionary adds nothing to the essay; there is no indication that the student 
understands what these quotes mean. 

• There is no specific direction for the essay.  It says little more than ‘I shall answer the 
question’.   

 
Essay 3: This is a good introduction 

• Clear focus on the KI in the question 
• The initial juxtaposition is thought-provoking and original, though the smoking example needs 

a reference. 
• Clear language. 
• Original, personal example is very well used. 
• It is certainly possible to use the term ‘true’ in addressing this title, but using this problematic 

term in line 3 as if it were clear, only to say in line 11 that it will not be discussed in the essay, 
is unwise and confusing. 

• The direction of the essay is clearly outlined in the last two lines, but these really say no more 
than ‘I shall investigate the question’.  Some more detail, or a thesis, would help. 

• It is interesting. 
 
Essay 4:  This is a good introduction 

• Clearly focussed on the KI of the question, but while it does explore (cf essay 2), it does not 
not explicitly develop the ideas (cf essay 1).  Of course, this development may come later in 
the essay. 

• Clear, simple language. 
• Excellent personal voice. 
• Shows a clear and direct understanding of the title. 
• It is interesting. 
• The last two lines do hint at a direction ‘..should we want to..’ but there is room for a little 

more in this respect. 


