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Introduction

The syllabus states that ‘this part of the examination will assess learners’ knowledge and
understanding of their chosen cultural options and their ability to use this knowledge to answer a
question in a clear and focused manner’. The performance indicators in the same booklet
distinguish between the ‘limited argument’ which is given a pass grade and the ‘well-argued
response’ which is rewarded with a distinction. -

This section explains how learners can best write a well-argued response in a clear and focused
manner. It is designed to be both a useful support for teachers and their learners.

Section 1: Topics in Chinese Culture

The question

The first point that learners should realise is that each question is phrased in ways which invite a
range of responses. There is no ‘correct’ answer to the question. Examiners are certainly not
looking for a ‘right’ response in terms of content. They will, however, award higher marks for
answers which have the right approach, which show a good essay technique. This means that
knowledge of the topic is not an end in itself, it is a means to a more important end, the ability to
develop an argument.

In a very broad sense, there are two types of questions requiring an argumentative approach, ‘how
far’ questions and ‘why’ questions.

‘How far’ questions are part of a wider group of questions. They can be identified by certain key
words and phrases, including:

Discuss (often following a quotation)

Analyse

Evaluate

To what extent

« How far.

‘How far’ includes other phrases which begin with ‘how’, e.g. ‘how valid’ or ‘how accurate’ or
‘how successfully’.

The difference between a ‘how far’ and a ‘how’ question is small but very significant in terms of
approach. ‘How’ questions require an essentially descriptive answer, learners having to explain
the ways in which something happened. Questions which ask to ‘describe’ or ‘outline’ are also
‘how’ questions. ‘How did the Chinese Communist Party become the party of government in 1949’
is an example of such a question and one about which there is little, if any dispute. ‘How far did the
Chinese Communist Party become the party of government in 1949’ is a very different question,
one about which historians and commentators will disagree. Learners’ answers will need to identify
and explain these disagreements before going on to analyse and evaluate them, as considered

Cambridge Pre-U Mandarin Chinese (9778 & 1341) 27



Essay writing advice for Paper 4: Chinese Culture

28

below.

The second type of question which invites discussion and debate is the ‘why’ question. Even
though it is less obviously an argumentative question, it still requires an argumentative approach.
‘Why did the Chinese Communist Party seize power in 1949’ is a matter about which historians still
disagree — and probably always will. As with ‘how far’ questions, learners will need to explain,
analyse and evaluate the different arguments concerning the topic. Having evaluated different
causes, learners need finally to decide which are the more important.

Having identified the type of question, learners need then to consider carefully the wording of the
guestion. There is often a key word or phrase around which arguments can be built. This is
especially the case with quotations which learners are required to discuss. In a question which
asks learners to discuss the view that ‘the rule of Chiang Kai-shek was a complete disaster for
China’ the phrase ‘complete disaster’ provides the focus of the debate and argument. Even
apparently harmless words often need further consideration, words such as ‘foundation’ or
‘transformation’. What exactly do they mean in the context of modern China? How meaning is
defined will affect the argument that is developed.

It cannot be said too often that careful analysis of the wording of the question is essential to
examination success. Too often, in their hurry to answer the question, learners misread the
guestion or fail to read with sufficient care. Learners need to ask themselves ‘what exactly does
this question require me to do?’ And then, as they write, they must frequently remind themselves of
these requirements. Having started with good intentions, too many learners drift away from the
point.

The essay

For a distinction, learners must write a well-argued essay which is clear and focused. Let us
consider each in turn.

Well-argued

Arguments cannot happen unless different points of view are expressed. Arguments are usually
disorganised, scrappy affairs which rarely result in agreement. Essay arguments, by contrast, must
be well organised and result in a conclusion which reconciles the different points of view. Essay
guestions need only two arguments to be developed: those for the assertion and those against.
Take the assertion that the rule of Chiang Kai-shek was a complete disaster for China. Some
evidence supports the case while some can be used to refute the argument. Learners need to
identify the main arguments on either side. Three of each is probably sufficient. Then they should
write half the essay putting the case for the assertion, half against. Then comes the conclusion, in
which learners explain which of the two sets of arguments they find more convincing — and give
reasons why they do so.

Arguments for and against need to be based on specific evidence, which is where knowledge and
understanding come into play. The more accurate, the more precise, the more detailed the
example(s), the more credit examiners can give. Learners should realise that it is not necessary to
describe a specific event or development at great length; to do so is to slip into a descriptive,
narrative approach, is to explain ‘how’ rather than to argue ‘how far’. Doing so also means that
there is less time left to develop other arguments. Such answers become lop-sided. Arguments
must come first, evidence second.

A well-argued essay requires consistency of argument. As different arguments are explained and
analysed, contradictions should become apparent. Learners can, indeed should, point these out.
They should not, however, contradict themselves. Doing so suggests they have a confused
understanding of the question.

Cambridge Pre-U Mandarin Chinese (9778 & 1341) — from 2016
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Some people see using the same event or development on either side of the argument as
inconsistent. It isn’t. Different historians can interpret the same event in very different ways,
depending upon the perspectives they take. Thus learners can help themselves as they study the
subject throughout the year, if they get used to identifying different interpretations of the same
event. In other words, they should benefit greatly if they know something about the historiography
of the subject, about the changing nature of historical debate on the history of China.

This historiography can involve two kinds of interpretations. Firstly, historians group around
different approaches to interpreting the past, as for example Marxist historians compared with
Western liberal historians. Secondly, views of the past, especially of topics of great controversy,
change over time. Thus an initial or traditional explanation of, say, the Chinese revolution, is
challenged some time later by a revisionist interpretation before both eventually provoke a third
interpretation, usually called post-revisionist. If learners can identify these different schools of
interpretation wherever they can, then identifying two sides of the historical argument is made
much easier.

Evidence used to support arguments can involve quotations, either from people of the period under
examination or from later historians. Such quotations must be relevant to the argument being
made. Sometimes learners include quotations, whether relevant or not, in an attempt to impress; if
not relevant, they achieve the opposite effect.

So ‘well argued’ means careful and balanced analysis and evaluation of the different sides of the
argument. Analysis requires examining the argument in some detail, breaking it down into its
constituent parts. Evaluation means identifying the strengths and weaknesses of the argument,
usually by measuring it against contextual knowledge or other historical interpretations. It also
means writing a carefully-argued conclusion. Here learners pull together their separate arguments,
evaluating them as they do so before writing one last sentence in which, for the first time, they
answer the question directly: ‘Contrary to established opinion, Chiang Kai-shek’s rule was more of
a success than it was a complete disaster’, for example.

It is worth pointing out that a well-argued answer is not one which agrees with the assertion of the
question. Nor is it one which splits the difference, sitting in the middle, hedging its bets. It is one in
which arguments are well organised, carefully analysed and properly evaluated. If an essay’s
arguments lead to the quote being totally rejected, then so be it — so long as it is based on
historical evidence and reasoning.

Clear
Clarity can mean one of two things: clarity of argument or clarity of expression.

The first is implicit in the previous section. A clear argument is a structured argument, one which is
easy to follow. Each paragraph should start with a sentence which links it to the question and to
the previous paragraph and should finish with a sentence which summarises the main argument of
the paragraph. Such structural devices make arguments clear to examiners, enabling them to
assess the essay more positively. They show that learners are in control of the argument, know
where the argument is going.

The second concerns the quality of English. Some learners write more fluently than others. Such
skills

are hard to teach — or to learn. All learners, however, can learn to write as accurately as they can,
avoiding grammatical errors and punctuating their work correctly. In doing so, they produce a
literate answer, which merits higher marks.

Some might ask whether clarity of handwriting matters. The short answer is that it doesn't;
examiners will assess and mark every script, however hard to read.
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Focused

The meaning of this requirement is simple: focused on the question, which means the question
actually set. Questions can be similar to questions on past papers, which learners have already
answered. Very rarely, however, are they identical. And yet learners often overlook the fine
differences and reproduce an answer they have already written to an earlier question. In doing so,
they can lose valuable marks.

Learners should not rely on re-using answers to a similar question they have attempted in the past.
They must follow the standard procedures, which should be very familiar by the time they sit the
examination:

e Analyse the question carefully

e Identify the main arguments on either side
e Find examples to support your arguments
» Write a paragraph on each of the arguments with relevant examples

e Conclude by evaluating the arguments and making your own reasoned judgement.

If they do so, they will find that even the hardest question can be answered in a clear and focused
way. Thus learners must focus on the question actually set; and they must do so until they have
finished answering it. So often, learners start with good intentions of answering the question but
then forget to do so, preferring the relative ease of telling the story of the topic before returning to
the question in a brief and marginal conclusion.

The introduction

Some learners spend too long on the introduction to their essays. Some take up to half a side. If
the introduction states what the learner intends to do or if it includes information which is later
included anyway, then the introduction has little value. Repeating a point or an argument does not
receive additional credit. If, however, the introduction launches one side of the argument, perhaps
by reference to a specific example or with a relevant quotation from an historian, then the
introduction is well worthwhile.

Some learners also answer the question in the first sentence or two. This is not to be
recommended. It gives the game away. It suggests a closed mind rather than an open one. Even if
learners have made up their mind at the star, it is better to keep their thoughts to themselves until
the conclusion. Doing so keeps the examiner more involved in the unfolding argument and
analysis.

Summary

Writing essays which are awarded a distinction in this examination requires the development of
sophisticated intellectual skills and the ability to apply them against the clock. Learning any such
skill does not come easily. The word ‘essay’ derives from the Old French term ‘essayer’, to attempt
or to try. Learners should practise as often as they can the art of writing such essays, initially taking
the time they need, with the help of notes and books, eventually against the clock, with just their
memory and intelligence to assist them. If they do so, they will eventually become masters of the
art of writing analytical essays. Examiners will then be generous towards answers they write
because they will be well argued, clear and focused. Learners will then gain the educational
rewards they need and want - and deserve.

Cambridge Pre-U Mandarin Chinese (9778 & 1341) — from 2016
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75 CAMBRIDGE
Document 24 "%’ International Examinatio?s_‘
Section 2 of the Culture paper: suggested games and Excellence in education

activities to maintain learners’ interest

True / false: the teacher or a learner reads or displays a PowerPoint with sentences about the plot or
characters in a chapter/section/novel/short story/ film. Learners decide true or false - if false, they correct
it.

Gap fill: the teacher produces a summary of a chapter/short story/scene from the filmfilm, for example,
with key words left blank. Learners must fill in the blanks. At the beginning of the course, the missing words
could be given in a random order but later these could be omitted.

Who am I?: each learner chooses a character from the text or film. Their partner or group must find out
who they are by asking questions. The learner can only answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The identity would be revealed
after a certain number of questions e.g. 20 or 25. If the group does not guess, the learner wins.

Time lines: this may be helpful for complicated plots. The teacher prepares a set of cards with an event on
each one. The learners must place the events in the correct order according to the text/film. This can be an
individual/pair/group activity.

What happened next?: on the same lines as the previous activity, cards are prepared and learners have to
say what happened next in the plot.

Spidergrams or mind maps: learners are given one word, e.g. a theme, a literary device such as suspense, a
character, and they have to construct as large a web as they can, showing how the central element relates
to other events/characters/themes in the text/film. A double web can be made when learners are asked to
compare and contrast two short stories. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind map

How much can you say?: learners are in groups. The teacher gives an opening phrase or name, such as
‘poverty’ — the learners each have to say something about the prompt, which is related to the text/film. The
activity continues until no-one has anything else to add. Keep a record of how many contributions were
made.

Alphabet game: the letters of the alphabet are written up with a score attached to each one. The most
difficult letters, e.g. Z, would have a high score and the easier ones, e.g. A, a lower score. Learners work in
pairs or groups to devise sentences about the text/film, each starting with a different letter of the alphabet.

Quotation game: learners work in pairs/groups to draw up a list of key quotations. These are presented to
the class and the other learners have to identify the quotations and explain their importance. This could
also be a teacher-prepared activity or a test.

Emotions: the teacher gives the class a list of emotions that are portrayed in the text/film. The learners
have to find examples of each one. This could be prepared on a worksheet and given as homework to be
brought to the next class for discussion.

There are many more games and activities. The key principle in devising your own is to ensure that the
learners are doing the work — they deepening their knowledge and understanding of the text/film. Pair or
group work is helpful in encouraging debate and discussion. Many other types of practice are possible, such
as preparing cartoons of a chapter ot scene and asking others to identify it, summarising a scene / chapter /
short story in pictures or symbols and explaining why these were chosen or devising an interview with one
of the main characters and acting it out.
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