DARK SHADOW APPROACH TO PAPER 1
Duration of Paper: 90 min (1 hr 30min)

Recommended time allocation:
· PLAN (20min max)

· WRITE (65min)

· CHECK (5min)

1) PLAN (20min max)

(A) Choose

(B) Analyze question

(C) Brainstorm

(D) Organize

(A) How to Choose:
Do NOT jump onto the first qn u think u can do. There’s no such thing as ‘love-at-firs-sight’ – too risky! Make sure u scan through all 12 qns first before u arrive at an informed choice. Think of it as a ‘speed-dating’ session. You want to give every single one of the 12 candidates a chance before you choose ur destined partner. Choose the wrong partner and ur life could turn out a mess, as will your performance in Paper 1. Three suggested criteria to help you select your ‘The One’:
· length

Shorter qns give you more control as there are fewer things to worry about, just like how it’s easier to swallow a tart than finish the whole cake! Longer qns usually contain more parts or ‘minefields’.
e.g. 
Is a sound knowledge of science and technology essential for a well-educated person in today’s world? (Cambridge 1999)

Comments: Too many keywords to address – stressful!

e.g. 
Apart from environmental problems, what do you consider to be the main challenges confronting mankind in the 21st century? Are you optimistic that they can be successfully tackled? (HCI JC2 Block Test 2010)
Comments: This falls under the common problem-cum-solution twin type. While there are several things you need to be vigilant about in this long qn, IMHO, it is actually a choice pick.
e.g.
‘Prejudice is part of the human condition; it can never be eliminated.’ Discuss. (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009)

Comments: Long qns invariable come with more than one clause, as is the case here. Most students will be tempted to just address the second clause and totally ignore the first half. The second clause is usually a claim that is based on the premise set by the first clause. So there may be a need to question the validity of the assumption in the premise as well.

· topic

The short length is useless if the qn deals with a topic u are unfamiliar with, esp those pertaining to the arts, which require specific examples. Sometimes, long qns are still worthy of consideration if u are an expert on the topic(s) involved. Note that nowadays, each qn can come with two topics or more embedded within.
e.g. 
‘The arts cannot change the world but they can make it more beautiful.’ Discuss this view with reference to one of the following: painting, sculpture or music. (Cambridge 2007)

Comments: In the first place, the length here could be a problem, as it contains two clauses of the kind mentioned in the previous example. But more importantly, this qn is obviously very ‘elitist’ when it comes to topic content. 
e.g. 
‘History records male acts, written by males, and holds little interest for females as a result.’ Is this a fair comment? (Cambridge 2009)

Comments: Not only are there three parts to address in this long qn, the topic also borders on the esoteric! To be avoided at all costs!

e.g. 
Is effective farming possible without science? (Cambridge 2005)

e.g. 
Is elitism ever justifiable? (RJC Prelim 2005)

e.g. 
Is “voluntourism” the most suitable way for us to help the underprivileged citizens of other countries? (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009)

e.g. 
‘The media have exaggerated the importance of sport.’ Do you agree? (VJC Prelim 2008)


Comments: Contains two topics embedded within
· phrasing
Sometimes, the qn can be short and the topic familiar to you, but the phrasing of the qn can be such that it might be better to steer clear of it. Some forms of such problematic phrasing:
· more than 1 part?

-see length above

· comparative?

-generally more demanding as given two options A & B, not only must you discuss why you choose A, you also have to justify why you reject B.

e.g. 
‘Nowadays, the pleasures of reading can never compete with the pleasures of visual entertainment.’ To what extent do you agree? (Cambridge 2008) 

· absolute/extreme term?

-can be a problem if you do not have enough points to disagree, given that qns with absolute terms should preferably elicit a ‘disagree’ stand. See e.g. above with absolute term ‘never’.
· any word/phrase/term unsure of?

e.g. 
‘Infidelity is a biological imperative.’ Discuss. (RJC JC2 Block Test 2010)

e.g.
Technology is the great leveler of the 21st century. How far do you agree? (NJC Prelim 2009)

e.g.
Privacy is undervalued today. Do you agree? (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009) 

· any restriction in context?
-the restriction imposed can be either based on place or time, and this will limit the kind of examples you can give. Where place is concerned, it is usually when the qn is confined to the context of Singapore/your society, that it poses a challenge for students who are unfamiliar with the local context, esp with regard to local examples and policies.

e.g.
Can a belief in the supernatural be sustained in our modern world? (Cambridge 2007)

e.g.
How important is a sense of history in shaping the future of Singapore’s society? (Cambridge 2007)

· is it couched in riddle?

-these usually complexify matters as they come in the form of a paradox or profound figurative language.
e.g. 
There is no greater inequality than the equal treatment of unequals. Discuss. (JJC Prelim 2005)
e.g.
“Celebrity is the mask that eats the face” (John Updike). Do you agree? (JJC Prelim 2005)

e.g.
“We learn from history that we learn nothing from history”(George Bernard Shaw). Discuss. (JJC Prelim 2005)

(B) How to Analyze Qn:
· argumentative or listing?
Argumentative qns require a stand and two sides, whereas listing qns usually do not. A convenient way to verify which is which is to ask yourself whether you can use ‘Yes/No’ as a logical response to the qn. Argumentative qns allow for this, unlike listing qns. Note however that listing qns are becoming a rarity nowadays.

e.g.
Examine the claim that reading widely is important in today’s society. – Argumentative.

e.g.
Examine the importance of reading widely in today’s society. (TJC Prelim 2008) – Listing.

e.g.
What is the use of studying history when history keeps repeating itself? (RJC Prelim 2005) – Listing.
e.g.
What qualities are needed to thrive in today’s world? (NYJC Prelim 2005) – Listing.

· do a ‘virus scanning’ for potential ‘minefields’

This pertains to ALL that I’ve mentioned under the ‘phrasing’ criterion earlier when it comes to choosing qn, except that you have to do it more intensively now on your selected qn. Some key words/phrases to look out for:

1) absolute/extreme terms

-always, never, no, none, only, sole, no longer, all, -est superlative form (e.g. most, greatest)

-preferential stand is disagree and try to ‘moderate’ the absolute term
-‘ever’ is also an absolute term but requires a preferential ‘agree’ stand, ‘cos if you say ‘no’ to ‘ever’, you are saying ‘never’, which is absolute!

e.g. 
‘Contemporary music has no artistic value.’ Is this a fair comment? (Cambridge 2008)
e.g.
Does the presence of a foreign power ever help a country with problems? (Cambridge 2008)


2) comparative elements

more, most, no longer, still, better, less than


e.g.
Consider the view that old age is a difficult time of life.

Comments: Technically, not comparative, though it helps your analysis if you do some comparison with other stages of life.


e.g. 
Consider the view that old age is the most difficult time of one’s life.

Comments: This qn is implicitly comparative in nature, as the notion of ‘most difficult’ presupposes comparisons with other stages of life like childhood, teenage and adulthood.
e.g.
It is the arts, not the sciences that will make us a better person. Do you agree? (AJC Prelim 2005)

Comments: Unlike the earlier example, this one is explicitly comparative in nature. Most students may just argue what is it about the arts that make us better, and then for the sake of balance, also argue why sometimes science can make us better too. But they forgot that for a comparative qn like this, they need also argue why the other option is rejected, i.e. why science cannot make us better. Best is that for every point that you argue why art can make us better, argue also in that same para why that point cannot be contributed by science.
e.g. 
Are certain types of writing superior to others? (Cambridge 2009)


3) overlap or distinct keywords?

e.g.
Discuss the appeal and the dangers of alternative methods of healing. (CJC Prelim 2005)

Comments: The two keywords are distinct here, so make sure you address both. Note also the prohibitive topic here.

e.g.
“The arts serve no purpose other than to amuse and entertain.” Comment. (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009)
Comments: The two terms are overlapping here, so you can discuss both as if they are one and the same.
e.g.
Blogging and podcasting have little worth beyond allowing the individual to indulge in narcissistic exhibitionism. Do you agree? (RJC Prelim 2005)


Comments: Make sure the examples in your discussion cover both and not just one of them.


4) restriction of context

e.g. 
Is “voluntourism” the most suitable way for us to help the underprivileged citizens of other countries? (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009)

5) distinction btw ‘can’ and ‘should’

‘can’ is about ability, whereas ‘should’ is about desirability on the grounds of morality, common sense, etc. While the two may seem to overlap at times, recognize that they need not be the same since something ‘can’ be achievable even though it ‘should’ not.

e.g.
How far should play be an important aspect of a person’s life? (NYJC Prelim 2005)
e.g. 
Can the media ever be relied upon to convey the truth? (Cambridge 2003)

6) disagreeing with absolute claims

When disagree with an absolute claim, remember there are two approaches to adopt: the alternative OTHERS, as well as questioning the assumption.
e.g. 
The media can largely be blamed for the world-wide increase in violence’. To what extent do you agree? (Cambridge 1996)
Comments: Besides discussing ‘OTHER’ contributors to violence, you also need to argue that the media may not even lead to violence in the first place. Note also that if ‘can’ is replaced by ‘should’ here, it makes little difference – I think.
e.g. 
Is “voluntourism” the most suitable way for us to help the underprivileged citizens of other countries? (NYJC JC1 CT3 2009)

.
Comments: Besides discussing ‘OTHER’ more suitable ways, question also whether voluntourism can actually help the underprivileged in the first place.

(C) How to Brainstorm:
· 1) random free–thinking
This is the most instinctive way for most of us, where we avail freely to whatever comes to our mind.

· 2) 5 axes (political, economic, social, cultural, environmental)

Random free-thinking may be instinctual, but not safe, as there is always the danger of inadequate scope. To counter this, use the 5 axes to generate points that cover a broad spectrum. Note of course that some of the axes may not be applicable for certain issues.

e.g. 
“Violence only leads to more violence.” Discuss.

Comments: The essay will suffer from limited scope if a student confines his discussion to just war and terrorism, i.e. the political aspect. Activating the social aspect will bring to mind racial riots, corporal/capital punishment and media violence; environment aspect will bring up the point on natural disasters, etc. 


e.g.
“Music is purely for relaxation.” Discuss.

Comments: Questions like this focusing on impacts, value, benefits, implications, etc. lend themselves to the activation of the 5 axes.

e.g.
“Tourism is all about exploitation.” How true is this in your country? (RJC JC2 Block Test 2010)


Comments: Points/E.g. on eco-tourism, medical tourism, cultural preservation can be activated likewise. 

· 3) example backtrack to point 

Some of us find it easier to think of examples first, esp for certain questions, in which case you need to use the example to backtrack to a point that is relevant to the qn. Note that unless the qn says ‘in your society/country/Singapore, your examples should go international and not just be confined to S’pore.
e.g.
Religion has done more harm than good.. Discuss. (RJC JC1 Block Test 2010)


Comments: Say the eg that springs to mind is that of Michelangelo’s frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. You can then distill from it the point that religion has done good in being an inspiration to art works. Note that it is always preferable put the point in your topic sentence for the para instead of an eg. It follows that good essays are usually organized according to points rather than eg.

· 4) 5W-1H (What, Where, Why, When , Who & How)
‘Attacking’ the qn using this can sometimes generate points that you are unlikely to have thought of. I find the ‘W-here’ axis useful for issues where u want to talk about the limiting influence of certain forces, e.g. education, technology, media, etc.
e.g.
“The world of the future will be a woman’s world.” Do you agree?

Comments: Most students will give the point that education has liberated many women today. But by activating the ‘W-here’ axis, it will bring forth the pertinent qn about which part of the world we are talking about. The point on women in LDCs will then surface as a contrary e.g. as women there have little education and are mostly in the shackles of religion and culture that arrest their progress. 
e.g.
Technology is the great leveler of the 21st century. How far do you agree? (NJC Prelim 2009) 

Comments: Once again, the ‘W-here’ qn will remind us that people in the LDCs have little or no access to technology and are hence impervious to its leveling effects, if any.
e.g.
Education is the great leveler. How far is this true? (RJC JC1 Block Test 2010)


Comments: Other than the point on lack of access to education in LDCs by activating the ‘W-here’ axis, activating the ‘H-ow’ axis can also enable us to come up with the point about how education is conducted that will determine whether it has any leveling effect. For instance, if lessons are based on spoon-feeding and rote-learning, with little critical/creative thinking involved, no levelling effect may take place. The idea of miseducation or indoctrination can also come in when we consider how govts teach their people during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, Japanese during WWII, radicalization of terrorists, and communist & theocratic states.  

· 5) rebut 

When short of points, it may be useful to look at the points u already have and then see if they can be rebutted. This is particularly useful in achieving balance in your argument.  

e.g.
Is competition always unhealthy?

Comments: Say u already came up with the point that competition is unhealthy as it causes rivalry. You can then generate a rebuttal point from this, i.e. competition is healthy as it helps to build friendships.

(D) How to Organize:
-ensure you have points that cover BOTH sides, i.e. balanced

-check whether any of your points are overlapping (conflate them) or contradictory (use rebuttal strategies)

-think of a suitable structure for ur essay, e.g. 2-3 fmt or rebuttal fmt, etc. (refer to model essays on competition and CIP) 

2) WRITE (65min)

-keep to one point per para
-insert clear topic sentences that address the qn at the beginning of each para

-it is a good idea to tie back to topic sentence and qn, esp for long para involving complex reasoning

-‘echo’ key words in qn and topic sentence to avoid digression
- craft an effective intro and concluding paras (see attached annex)
-Paragraph Development/ Elaboration Techniques (see attached annex):
· Why? How?

· Compare/Contrast 
with the past, absence, inferior/superior alternative

· Examples

Avoid just name-dropping examples. They do not speak for themselves and should thus preferably be discussed to show how they support the point you are trying to make.

· Rebuttal

2-part vs 3-part rebuttals (see attached annex)
3) CHECK (5min)

Do NOT underestimate the importance of this as it will impact the 20-mark language component. If you do not have the habit of checking everything after you are done, try at least to check the language after writing each paragraph before you proceed to write the next one.
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