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COMPOSITION WRITING

If there is any challenging component in an O level Certificate English examination, it
is a composition. Many candidates, the enlightened ones inclusive do not do well in this
part of the examination owing to various factors. Knowledge of the error markers can
not only reverse the trait but have also proved valuable in assisting many candidates to

score good grades in compositions.
COMPOSITION WRITING HINTS

1. Read all the questions carefully but do not needlessly spend so much time on
choosing the question you will perfectly write on. Do not start writing your composition
until you are fully sure of what is expected of you. It would greatly help if you chose the
guestion which appeals to your experience or interests or you have vast knowledge on.

2. Do not under or over write. Stick to the required number of words- between 250 and

350 words. Avoid writing freak essays [too short essays].

3. Balance your points-never write too much on one point. The time to show how much
you know is in history, geography or science. A composition is a test on how much you
can communicate. You are writing to communicate thus if nothing is understood then

nothing has been achieved.

4. Observe coherence and cohesion in both sentences and paragraphs. Let each
sentence or paragraph flow naturally from the one before and lead naturally to the one

after.

5. Avoid roundabout way of expressing oneself [circumlocution]. e.g. The sister to my

father[aunt]. The mother to my mother [grandmother]

6. Observe grammar. Strictly follow the rules of the language. Do not leave essential

elements of the sentence such as the subject and verb.
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7. Use simple language- characterized by simple words and sparingly usage of over-
flowery language. Never use serious sounding words in an attempt to impress the

examiners when a simpler word[s] would be more suitable in the particular context.

For example, Grade 12 girls displayed their culinary prowess. Instead of: Grade 12 girls
showed how well they could cook.

8. Use formal language unless in rare cases i.e. informal letters. Formal language is the
acceptable form of English used in official reports, texts and references while informal
language is one not officially acceptable. Vulgar language on the other is substandard-

one which expresses pomposity and is ill suited.
e.g Dick got sloshed at our do. [Sloshed-drunk/ do-party]

We transported Robert after he got drunk. [Transported-took]

Formal informal
-Psychotic -insane
-Incarcerated -in jail
-Recline - lie/eat

9. British and American waords or spellings may be used but with consistence.

British American
Colour color
Labour labor
Pavement side walk
Chemist drug store
Pub bar

Lift elevator
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Traffic lights robots

10. Pay attention to spellings, punctuations, and capitalisation.
11. Do not use abbreviations unless otherwise.

12. Do not write numbers in digits except for dates, addresses, telephone numbers and

other conventional figures
13. Avoid using long-winding sentences lest the examiner loses his way in them.

14. Never leave your reader in suspense. Say what you want to say and not what you

meant to say.
e.g Peggy told Mary that she had seen her teacher. (Whose teacher was seen?).
15. Avoid using ambiguous sentences- sentences with many meanings.

e.g Patrick agreed with Paul that he should not go. [Who should not go between the

two?]

16. Use a variety of sentence starters, sequence indicators and connectors.
Sentence starters and connectors enhance cohesion-linking parts together i.e.
sentences and paragraphs. In other words sentence starters and connectors hold the
whole composition together thereby making it interesting and meaningful.

In the table below are some examples of the same;

RELATIONSHIP SENTENCE IDEA
BETWEEN CLAUSES CONNECTORS CONNECTORS
Addition- similar ideas And Worse still,  moreover,

furthermore, in addition,

similarly
Contrast— opposed ideas but However, nevertheless,
yet even so, honetheless,

although
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Cause and effect Because, for, as, so Therefore, thus, hence,

consequently, as a result

QUALITIES OF A GOOD COMPOSITION

It has easy to read handwriting-legibility.

It has correct spellings, punctuation, tenses, etc

It has complete sentences.

It has short and long sentences.

It has indebted paragraphs.

It has coherently written sentences and paragraphs.
It has a variety of structures

ADVICE

Introduction

In the introductory paragraph, aim to arouse the reader’s interest always. You may
define vital terms, give striking examples, make quotations, ask provocative questions

or contrast the past with the present.

Main body

Answer the question in a balanced manner. Do not leave room for your reader to get

astray. Be convincing. Support your claim with facts.
Conclusion
Restate the main ideas. Draw a conclusion. Consider what might happen in the future.

Give your personal point of view. Use appropriate quotations. Restate the main ideals.
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Draw a conclusion. Consider what might happen in the future or if your line of thought is

not followed.

The compositions in this paper will be discussed in accordance to the structure of the
English Language School Certificate Examination of the Examination Council of
Zambia(ECZ). The current format of the English Language Paper One (1121/1) consists

of two sections.

SECTION 1

This section consists of six questions on the unguided type of composition and the
candidate is expected to select one essay of her/ his choice. The candidate should read
through all the questions and then choose the topic with which she or he is most familiar
so that she or he will answer with minimum challenges. The major types of composition
that are usually tested in this section are: Narrative, Descriptive, Argumentative,
Discursive and Expository. The different types of the letter are tested in this section as

well as in section 2.

1. NARRATIVE COMPOSITION

To narrate is to tell a story. A narrative composition therefore is one which describes an
action or series of actions or presents an orderly account of events. This is the easiest
type of composition because it has a character or characters, be they human or animal

and takes place in a known place and in a certain period of time.
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Example of Narrative Composition
The New Teacher

Timidly, the new teacher entered the classroom and immediately introduced the
topic for the day. Everybody was impressed by his deep understanding of
Chemistry. As he left the class at the end of the double period, the pupils said to

each other “with this teacher, we will certainly do well in Chemistry”.

Since this was his last class for the day, the new teacher decided to take a walk
around the school to familiarise himself with the surroundings. Satisfied that he
had seen everything which was important, he decided to rest in the staff room

before leaving for home.

However, no sooner had he sat down than the Sciences Head of Department
asked him to stand in for Mr. Kangwa who was reportedly unwell. Afraid that a
refusal would be interpreted as a sign of uncooperativeness, the new teacher
hastily picked up his books and pieces of chalk and immediately left for Grade

eleven G.

Everybody in that class was surprised to see him in their class and for a moment
they wondered whether their experienced teacher had been taken away from
them. The new teacher explained the arrangement and the class sighed with
relief. At the end of the lesson, many pupils felt that the new teacher was not a

bad one at all.

After this lesson, the teacher felt extremely tired. Not wanting to risk being asked
to stand in for somebody else, he quickly said bye to his Head of Department for
home. As he walked, his mind flashed the day's events before him. He
alternately smiled or grinned depending on weather the scene before him was
pleasant or not. People in the streets stopped to look at him but they were not

different from trees to him. He took no notice of them.
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The smiles dominated as he walked on. He knew that it had been a very
successful day and as he approached his house, he felt his career prospects as
a teacher were very bright. Entering his house, the new teacher burst into a loud
laugh of delight.

This essay has been written in chronological order that is, following the order in
which the events occurred staring with events that happened first.

Sample Questions

1. Write a story with one of the following titles:
a. Nobody thought it could be done
b. There is time for everything (2008)

2. Write a story with one of the following titles:

a. There is no smoke without fire

b. Still waters run deep (2015)
3. Write a story with the ending “...justice finally prevailed” (2014)
4. Write a story with one of the following titles:

a. Make hay while the sun still shines

b. He was as much to blame as | was (2016)
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2. DESCRIPTIVE COMPOSITION

This is a composition which skillfully describes somebody or something. It gives
a picture of what somebody or something looks like or feels like. This type of

composition is best written using adjectives and adverb.

An adjective is a word that indicates a quality of a person or thing referred to by a noun,

for instance....funny doctor, rotten mangoes and so on.

An adverb is a word that adds more information about a place, time, circumstance
manner, cause, degree and so on; to a verb, an adjective, a phrase or another adverb:

slowly. She walked away, highly intelligent, awkwardly done, too lazy....
Things to consider when writing a Descriptive Composition.

e To describe is to paint a picture of someone or something with words so that one
can easily visualize them in one’s mind or identify them when one comes across
them.

e A descriptive composition gives an idea of what a person; place or thing is like or
used to be like.

e The description should appeal to the mind’s eye and all the five senses.

e Use adjectives and adverbs, this will convey a vivid impression, both of what you

are writing about and your own feelings.

A. Description of a Person

Paragraph 1: Introduction — name, sex, age and nationally. Duration of
acquaintance. Professional if known mention religious/ political affiliation
Paragraph 2: Physical features, any peculiarity (bald, hairy...) or deformity (scar, hump,
lame, crippled) or mental retardation.

Paragraph 3: Academic qualifications and professional experience.

Paragraph 4: General conduct.
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Paragraph 5: Conclusion — express personal wish or give readers details by which to

identify him/ her through mannerism or etiquette.

B. Description of a Place

Paragraphl: Introduction — name of place, geographical location, background, activities
of place.

Paragraph 2: Foreground — fence if any.

Paragraph 3: Middle ground - building in any direction upon entering the gate.

Paragraph 4: Back ground- the interior of the main building.

Paragraph 5: Conclusion — mention unforgettable aspects of the place and express

own view on or not you would mind revisiting.

C. Description of an Object

Paragraph 1: Introduction — name, age, place, of origin, size, shape weight, colour, and
aesthetic of object (relating to the appreciation of beauty or art).

Paragraph 2: Mode of operation.

Paragraph 3: Function of object.

Paragraph 4: Caution.

Paragraph 5: Conclusion- express- personal wish or view on the object.

D. Description of an Animal.

Paragraph 1: Introduction- name, color, age, species, natural, habit, weight.

Paragraph 2: Tamed or wild, diet, emotions in various situations.

Paragraph 3: Usefulness in nature, gestation period, reproduction, growth to
adulthood.

Paragraph 4: Natural friend or foe, behavior, longevity (long life).

Paragraph 5: Conclusion — express personal wish or view on the animal.
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E. Describing an Event.

When describing an event, you are usually told to write a story about what took place in
the order in which it happened i.e. chronological order. In doing this, you are likely to
write brief description of people and place as well.

Things to consider when writing a Descriptive Composition.

e It has the writers point of view- a clear theme i.e. it has a basis. The writer should
make the readers see the event he/ she sees it. The theme can also be expressed
by the choice of words(vocabulary).

e It makes use of the senses, i.e. it does more than tell a story. The senses are used
to describe what was seen, heard felt or touched, smelt and tested.

e |Itis setin a place which the writer knows very well and about people and things that

are familiar to him or her.
SAMPLE EXAM QUESTIONS

1. Describe an occasion when someone you know abused his or her authority and
what the end result was (2008)

2. Describe an occasion when you disagreed with someone very close to you by
clearly stating what caused the disagreement and how you resolved it. (2015)

3. Describe some of the things you would do if you were the President of your country.
(2014)

4. Describe an occasion when success by either a husband or a wife brought problems
to their family (2011)

5. Describe a specific animal or insect

An example of a Descriptive Composition

Question: Describe An Accident In Which You Were Involved

“Watch out” screamed somebody from the front seat of the mini Bus. The
wonderful reveries into which | had lapsed abruptly came to an end. Before | fully came
to my senses, | was tossed out through the window and landed on the road with a
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thump, face up. | rolled on the road in agony until slowly my mind began to recollect
what had happened, as loud a shout of pain reached my ears. | had been involved in a

terrible road accident.

It was a Christmas day | will never forget, not because it was a Christmas day but
because of that fatal accident which occurred ten kilometers from Mufulira at a place
called Kansuswa. | was on my way to Kitwe to spend Christmas Day with my parents

when the dreadful happened.

As the Mini Bus in which | was travelling slowed down to pick up a Commander
at Kansuswa Bus Station, a truck that was following behind tried to overtake.
Unfortunately, from the corner of the road, about twenty metres away emerged a bus
travelling at high speed. Hooters sounded and brakes screeched but all in vain. And
then came what everyone had feared. Trying to get back into his lane, the truck driver
hit into the back of the Mini Bus. It swerved right into the path of the on-coming bus. As

it did so, | was flung out of a window onto the road with the force of a volcano.

| tried to stand without success. Tears freely flowed down my checks. After the
initial shock was over, | felt an excruciating pain in my head which threatened to rip my
head apart. Soon the pain spread to the entire body. Two metres away a woman
screamed as if in labour. A cold chill ran down my spine. | felt helpless and shut my

eyes.

Soon afterwards, | reopened them as someone touched my left arm. The people
of Kansuswa had come to our aid. Before long, | was on my way to Kamuchanga
Hospital. Christmas Day had turned into a nightmare.

Sample Exam Questions

6. Describe an occasion when someone you know abused his or her authority and
what the end result was (2008)
7. Describe an occasion when you disagreed with someone very close to you by

clearly stating what caused the disagreement and how you resolved it. (2015)
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8. Describe some of the things you would do if you were the President of your country.
(2014)

9. Describe an occasion when success by either a husband or a wife brought problems
to their family (2011)

3. ARGUMENTATIVE COMPOSITION

As the title implies, this is a composition that is centred on an argument. As
opposed to the Narrative and Descriptive Compositions which are about people,
objects, actions, events and so on, an argumentative composition is about ideas. It
involves the presentation of a problem around which an argument is logically
developed. The author tries to persuade the reader to his (author’s) line of thought or
opinion. Hence, it is also called a PERSUASIVE COMPOSITION. It mostly deals with
controversial materials. The writer puts up facts, reasons and examples to what he
writes and relates incidents that render support to the argument he is putting up so that

one could follow his line of thought and agree with what he suggests.

An example of Argumentative Composition

Question: “Abortion should be legalised” write an essay either agreeing or

disagreeing with the above statement.

Before you begin answering this question, you must choose the side, whether or not
you will agree with the statement. You cannot be neutral when writing an argumentative
composition. Even if you do not like both sides of the argument, you will still have to
choose a side for the sake of the marks involved.

Here is a plan for this composition.
Paragraph 1 What is abortion?

Paragraph 2 Abortion is anti-Christian, it's murder.
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Paragraph 3 Abortion is a health risk to human race.

Paragraph 4 Abortion encourages prostitution

Paragraph 5 Conclusion: Abortion must not be legalised.
Answer

Abortion is the deliberate termination of a pregnancy. In my view, abortion should
be defined as the ruthless, cold-blooded murder of an innocent human being. To

legalise abortion therefore would be to legalise murder which must not be.

As a gospel preaching Christian, | believe life starts at conception. Therefore,
anyone who aborts destroys life and becomes a murder. Abortion poses a great risk to
the lives of both the mother and the child. In many cases, attempts to abort have ended
in double tragedies; both the mother and the child have perished. According to
statistics, three out of every five women who try to abort die in the process while one out
of every three of those who survive the operation dies three months later. Worse still,
ninety eight percent become barren for life. Clearly abortion is a threat to the human
race and must be opposed by all pro-life citizens.

Most women who commit abortion are prostitutes who do not care about family
life. They abort today and go back to prostitution the next day. Legalizing abortion would
therefore be an indirect way of promoting prostitution, which like murder, is anti-

Christian.

The argument that a woman should have the right to abort is illogical. A woman
intending to terminate her pregnancy should realize that the child within her also has an
equal right to life as she does herself. How can a woman ask for the right to abort? This
is indirectly asking for the right to trample on other people rights, specifically the right to

live.

Abortion is ruthlessness, insensitivity and animal like behaviour and must not be
allowed, especially in a Christian nation. Indeed as the late Paul Ngozi “Nyirongo sang”.
If a dog can look after its young ones, why can’t a human being”?
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Notice that | have supplied a few statistics to give support to my argument. Apart from
statistics, you may even quote an authority (e.g. hospital official or magazine). However,

always keep statistics and quotations to the barest minimum.

The writer of an argumentative essay aims at persuading the reader to agree with his
(writer's) opinion hence it is also called a Persuasive Essay. The above essay is

written starting from the most important to the least important point (in the author’s view)
Sample Questions

1. The more beautiful or handsome you are; the more problems you face. Argue for or
against. (2015)

2. “Girls and women are being favoured too much in this country”. Argue for or against
this statement. (2008)

3. Gender equality has brought more harm than good. Argue for or against this
statement (2011)

4. Rural-urban migration has resulted in rapid increase in crime in urban areas. Argue

for or against this statement. (2014)

4. DISCURSIVE COMPOSITION

Discursive composition deals with two or more ideas at once. These ideas maybe
discussed as the title implies or they may be supported or indeed merely explained. The
author of a discursive compaosition may not give his opinion, if for instance he is simply
explaining the different ideas on a topic like AIDS. “It informs and helps the reader
understand a particular topic by answering the questions who? what? where? and how?
Examples, definitions comparisons and explanations are logically presented for the

reader to have a clear picture of what the writer intends to put across.”
An example of Discursive Composition.
Question: Should Shanty Compounds Be Demolished or not? Discuss.

It is crucial to understand from the onset that shanty compounds refer to all
compounds that are built without the permission of the authorities responsible, namely
the council. Whether or not to demolish such compounds, however, is an extremely

17 Kitwe District English Language Senior Pamphlet



controversial issue, which requires to be handled with a high degree of level-
headedness. The starting point in resolving this problem is to examine reasons behind

the mushrooming of these shanty compounds.

Although it takes many faces, the problem of shanty compounds has its roots in
the economic difficulties the nation is facing. More and more rural people are flocking to
town to secure jobs. Unable for some reason or another to continue living with their
relatives, they decide to construct their own houses. These are joined by the growing
number of retirees and retrenchees who prefer the bright lights of the city to the
potentially hostile rural settings.

Young adults who are unable to secure either admission to higher institutions of
learning or jobs soon realize that their guardians cannot endlessly continue to look after

them. These too opt for shanty compounds.

Basing their argument on the unfortunate circumstance of these people, the
church and other concerned citizens have advocated the improvement rather than the

demolition of shanty compounds to make them more habitable.

Others, led by economists strongly feel that shanty dwellers are just an economic
liability, adding that shanty compounds are breeding grounds and hideouts for
dangerous criminals. As such this group strongly advocates the immediate razing down

of all such dwelling places.

While advocating the demolition of shanty compounds, other people insist that
the government must first fulfill its obligation of providing decent shelter to its entire

people including shanty dwellers before it can pull down such compounds.

While the finger pointing as to who is to blame continues and as the debate
rages on, more and more such compounds are emerging surrounding virtually each and
every Zambian town. Since it agreed by all including the shanty dwellers themselves
that these compounds are undesirable, everybody concerned should put their heads

together and find a solution once and for all to this socio-economic cancer.
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Take note that the writer has given his view or opinion and then gives other peoples’
opinions. The opposing view is what distinguishes a discursive essay from an
argumentative essay (which gives a one sided view of a topic). Your views though must
not dominate. In the conclusion, you have yet another opportunity to reinforce your

opinion

Sample Exam Questions

Teachers deserve much more than what they currently get. Discuss (2015)
Write on the advantages and disadvantages of the rainy season. (2008)

Growing up with a single parent is hard. Discuss. (2016)

w0 NP

Women should be allowed to wear anything they like. Discuss. (2014)

ol

. EXPOSITORY COMPQOSITION

This type of composition is used to explain a process (how something is done), give
directions, give instructions, compare one thing to another or explain a new term.
Exposition writing involves detailed description, explanation or interpretation of a

problem, an issue, a thing or a process.

The main purpose of writing to explain is to make something clear to the reader and to
convey this information as effectively as possible. An explanation helps the reader to
understand a particular topic by answering the 'wh’ questions (what? how? and ‘why?)
and provides answers to the reader. For example: ‘How do you cook
nshima?’However, there are variations in the way explanations do this depending on
the purpose of the explanation. A good explanation must be accurate and carefully
arranged. What is being explained must be stated in the first sentence and the
information is given in the subsequent sentences in an order which will enable the

reader to follow. There are three basic kinds of exposition.
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(i) Explanation of a Process

Process writing involves describing how something is done or comes into being- a
series of actions that are done for a particular purpose. In exposing a process or
activity, the author is trying to get his or her readers well informed about the process or

activity and understand how it is conducted. Consider the following:

e Use step-by-step organisation to explain how something happens, works or is
done

e In order to keep the essay lively, use the active voice rather than the passive
voice, for example, ‘ Make a fire’ ( active) rather than ‘A fire must made.’
(passive).

e Each stage in the process must lead to the one that follows.
(if) Explanation of an Idea

In this kind of exposition the author tries to say why something is done or what the belief
of certain people on something is. For example, ‘What is the belief of Christians
about life after death?’ In order to write a good explanation of an idea the following

must be noted:

e Make sure you what you want to write about and arrange the ideas in a logical order
so that there is a logical sequence of thought in order for the reader to understand
what you are writing about.

e Use link words to present the idea in a logical sequence, contrast or cause and

effect, for example, ‘nevertheless’, ‘moreover’, ‘similarly’, ‘consequently’ and others
(if) Giving Instruction or Direction

This kind of exposition is used to give direction, information or instruction to someone.
In order for the person following the instruction not to make a mistake, the following

points should be observed:

e Assume that your reader knows nothing about what you are writing about in
order to make your direction, information or instruction clear for the other person

to understand what you are trying to put across.
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e Put yourself in the reader’s position and imagine what information heor she
would have in order to understand you.

e Instructions should be logically presented for the reader to follow them.

e Each important point should form a paragraph which should be linked to the
subsequent ones

e There is no need for an introduction or conclusion in this type of essay: Begin
with the first and end with the last piece of information you have.

e Use simple, straight-forward language and be selective in the choice of word
An Example of Expository Composition
Question: How does the climate affect the distribution of plants and animals?
Answer
The Effect of the Climate on the Distribution of Plants and Animals

Climate is an important factor in the distribution of plants and animals. In Polar
Regions, there is little plant life because the ground is frozen or snow covered. Only

animals which adapt themselves to intense cold can live there.

In the desert, too, both flora and fauna are limited. The only plant found there are
those which can found there are those which can store water and withstand the
extremes of heat or cold. Similarly, the animals and insects that can survive in the
desert are those which have learnt to adapt to harsh condition such as lack of water,

scarcity of food and extremes of temperatures.

In Tropical areas, on the other hand, conditions generally favour the growth of
plants. There is strong sunlight and abundant rainfalls, so vegetation is luxuriant and
varied. As a result, food supplies for animals, birds and insects are usually plentiful, and

many species are found there.
Sample Exam Questions

1. A lot happens before one marries. Citing any culture, write about a complete process

leading to a marriage (2013)
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