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Early Assessment Program (EAP):

Tips on How to Write a Better Response
1. State the author and title (if given) in your opening sentence. Or—if you come up with some kind of startling statement for your opening line to catch the reader’s attention, then get right to the author and title in sentence number two.

2. You aren’t smarter than Emerson: It is a weak strategy to disagree with a great writer; most of the time, people who are quoted in the EAP prompts are respected thinkers and writers, and when you, as a 16-year old high school student begin by saying how wrong they are, you look foolish. It is OK to take issue with an idea, but first, explain the writer’s argument completely; then, taking a moderate position, suggest that he or she may have misstated one idea. But be careful: great writers didn’t get to be great by being wrong.
3. Read the passage carefully!  Make sure you understand exactly what the writer is saying. Don’t confuse “transportation” with “technology” and don’t attack the writer for a position he or she is NOT advocating. Nothing makes you look sillier than basing your essay on a misreading.
4. Say it succinctly! Avoid clumsy phrases like, “What Emerson is trying to say is…” Emerson (in fact, any writer) is not “trying” to say anything; he is saying it. Simply say, “Emerson argues that…” or “Johnson asserts that…” These simple, powerful, active verb statements are vastly superior to those clumsy phrases that talk “around” the subject. Another variation to avoid: “What this writer is talking about is…” Again, just get straight to it: “The author of the piece claims…”
5. “Excerpt” not “Prompt.” When you begin your essay and refer to the writer and title, do NOT say, “In the prompt by Ralph Waldo Emerson…” Instead, say, “In the excerpt (or passage, or piece) by Emerson….” The prompt is the essay assignment that tells you to write; the excerpt is the passage from the writer. 
6. Don’t quote the quote! A passage has been quoted in the essay prompt for reference. When you discuss that quote, paraphrase it. Avoid the temptation to put someone else’s words in your essay. The reader wants to see how well you manipulate the language, not how well you can copy another’s ideas.

7. Don’t repeat the essay prompt. (Related to Number 6):  You may use the ideas from the essay prompt (in fact, that’s a good idea, so you don’t drift off the topic) but restate them in your own words. Again, the reader doesn’t want to see how well you can copy sentences from the prompt, he wants to see how original and eloquent you can be.

8. Write in the Objective Voice. Remember to avoid “I” and “You”—don’t forget to stay objective simply because you are under time constraints; now is the time use all of your skills, and writing in the objective voice (third person) is the best one to remember.
NOTE: In your body paragraphs, you might opt to tell a personal anecdote to support your position. Then it is acceptable to write in first person (“I”) but when you are done with the story, go back into third person. Also—don’t tell stories in the introduction (See number 9 below).
9. Save Examples for Body Paragraphs. Avoid using examples, personal stories, and observations in the introduction. Generally, the intro should be an explanation of the writer’s quote or ideas, with commentary only on the details from the quote and/or prompt. You should also take a position on the issue (without using “I agree/disagree”) and then get out of the intro. The body paragraphs are the place for specific examples and personal anecdotes or observations.
10. Never say Never. As in other types of writing—avoid extremes. Do not use words like “all,” “none,” “never,” and “always.” Those extreme positions paint you into a corner and leave no room for exceptions. NOTE: Sometimes the excerpt you are commenting on contains hyperbole, extreme exaggeration used for effect, but that doesn’t mean you can do the same thing—maintain a moderate position. 
Example. “Emerson argues in his essay that all great men are misunderstood. He suggests that original thinkers are rarely accepted by most of their contemporaries.” Notice how the comment accurately paraphrases Emerson, but then backs off a little using the words “rarely” and “most” instead of “always” and “all.”
11. Answer, don’t ask. Your task as a writer is to respond to questions, not ask them. While it may occasionally (and I mean rarely) be effective to use a rhetorical question to make a point, high school writers do that far too often because it is easier to ask questions than to formulate logical, well supported responses. Avoid the rhetorical question; instead, think of the question in your head, and then answer it on paper. And never, never, never begin or end a paragraph with a question.
12. Don’t give advice. Even though you may take a position on the topic, avoid the temptation to give advice. Don’t say “parents should always be there for their kids, you need to know where they are all the time.” Instead, say: “The author misses an important point in her editorial: parents do indeed have an obligation to know where their children are at all times and should be prepared to drop other activities to come to their aid when necessary.”
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