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This article argues that university language teachers should go beyond simple
formulaic prescriptions in the teaching of writing and should show students—
and allow them to experiment with—the more sophisticated constructions
actually used by essay writers in English. EAP and CBLT writing instruction
tends to be dominated by the five-paragraph essay form which employs, in
Dombek and Herndon’s terminology, simple “cumulative development”: thesis
statement at the end of the first paragraph, body paragraphs with first sentences
announcing the topics of their discussion, followed by a summing-up style
conclusion. This is also the rhetorical form favored by standardized tests such as
the TOEFL, IELTS, and SAT, which create a powerful test washback in the
language classroom. In reality, however, sophisticated readers of English, such
as university professors, expect students to be able to write in more complex
forms using “periodic development”: employing sentences at the beginning of a
paragraph that drive ideas forward and link reasoning between paragraphs. Such
writing often purposely withholds the thesis until late in the essay when it has
been more fully developed and supported. This rhetorical structure is frequently
seen in essays addressing charged topics that members of a target audience may
be predisposed to reject out of hand; thus the essay invites the reader to follow
the reasoning and to “reason with” the writer in elaborating an argument and
arriving at a conclusion. This article briefly explains Dombek and Herndon’s
characterization of cumulative versus periodic rhetoric and presents examples
that illustrate a more sophisticated approach.
1. The Essay: A Ramble or a Forced March?
Michel de Montaigne, the writer most associated with the origin of the essay form,
compared the genre to one of his rambling, unplanned walks into the countryside (an “assay”
that began as he left his familiar door and entered unfamiliar terrain)—with unanticipated
twists and turns, delays and discoveries—a record in writing of his thought in creative and
critical motion.2 Yet in the hands of modern school teachers—and testing agencies—the
essay could be better compared to a forced march, on a strict schedule and in regimented
form, with predetermined beginning and predestined end.
In the second-language classroom, too, particularly in English for Academic Purposes
(EAP) and Content-Based Language Teaching (CBLT) writing instruction, the essay is
typically presented in highly simplified and foreshortened form, and seldom as multifaceted
and rich in scope and potential discovery. Yet EFL/ESL learners who wish to function fully,
and perhaps even successfully, in English-medium universities are better served by a fuller
understanding of the potential complexity of the form. To state more at the outset would be to
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make this assay of an essay (both words related to the French infinitive essayer, meaning “to
try” or “to attempt”) less of an exploration and more of a forced march, a piece of writing that
might, ironically and prematurely, find its end in its beginning. So let me open the door and
proceed with a simple question.
What is an academic essay, at least as narrowly and popularly conceived, in the EFL and
ESL classroom? The Macmillan English Dictionary for second-language learners sets forth
this apt and widely held prescriptive definition:
… an essay should be clearly organized around a central, focused theme or thesis.
This thesis is then supported by logically connected supporting paragraphs, each
of which contains its own mini-thesis, or topic sentence. Another central feature
of college writing is the use of discourse markers, or linking devices—words or
phrases that provide logical connections between ideas. Through careful use of
discourse markers, the reader is guided through the composition, from one point
to the next, in a logically organized framework of signposting (Gallagher and
McCabe 2002, LA9).
2. Blowback from the Tests
University students in Japan and in other non-English speaking countries, and even high
school students in North America, who have studied for English proficiency tests such as the
iBT TOEFL, the IELTS, or the SAT Writing Section, recognize in the Macmillan definition
the rhetorical basis of the thesis-driven, several-supporting-point argumentative essay
commonly called “the five-paragraph essay” (even though it may range from three to six
paragraphs in length). Driven by test-washback and ease of instruction, as I have written
elsewhere, this model has largely become the accepted norm in ESL/EFL texts around the
world, particularly those with an EAP focus (see Punyaratabandhu, Rush, Kleindl, and
Wadden 2013, 60-61). In the foreign-language classroom, students are taught, as the
definition above advises, to state their thesis in the introduction of the essay, to begin each
body paragraph with a point (or “mini-thesis”) that directly supports it (a point that is itself in
turn directly supported by specific evidence or examples), and to conclude the essay with a
restatement of the thesis and a summary of the supporting points, ending with the flourish of
a closing thought (a quote, recommendation, generalization, proposed solution, etc.).
There is also a particular set of “discourse markers,” as Gallagher and McCabe note
above, that is associated (though hardly exclusive) to the form. These include the following
“straight-ahead” signposts:
First,
Second,
Third,
To begin,
Next,
Finally

In addition,
Furthermore,
Moreover,
Further,
Likewise,
Similarly,

For instance,
For example,
To illustrate
In fact,
In particular,
Namely,

However,
Nonetheless,
Nevertheless,
Even though
Notwithstanding
By contrast,

Therefore,
As a result,
Hence,
Thus,
In conclusion,
In summary,

As Gallagher and McCabe point out, phrases such as these “provide logical connections
between ideas” by which “the reader is guided through the composition, from one point to the
next.” There is, of course, nothing wrong with learning this highly simplified form of writing,
especially for use on timed English writing proficiency tests in which test-takers have little
opportunity and few resources to “explore” the topic they are peremptorily required to
address (typically forced to complete an essay from start to finish within around 30 minutes).
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Nevertheless, such an approach (and even such a task) may be highly inappropriate
for—even antithetical to—more sophisticated writing. Montaigne himself would probably be
horrified at the thought of a countryside filled with signposts rather than meandering paths.
Scholars of composition and rhetoric Kristen Dombek and Scott Herndon make this
significant observation about writing in North American colleges:
… students tend to write in simple, declarative sentences coming out of high
school and they also tend to construct paragraphs that follow the cumulative
pattern—they articulate the most important thought in a topic sentence at the
beginning of the paragraph, and add and modify in the following sentences. But a
quick glance through any anthology of professional essays reveals a problem, for
professional essayists tend to write their paragraphs in the periodic style, leading
up to the most important thought in their paragraphs in their final sentences. They
do this because their ideas are often so complex or counterintuitive that they could
not be understood without the train of thought and pieces of evidence that precede
them (2004, 27).
3. Cumulative versus Periodic Development
The five-paragraph essay can no doubt provide some initial footing for fledgling writers,
as Dombek and Herndon point out elsewhere in their fine book Critical Passages: Teaching
the Transition to College Composition, yet to become skilled and successful writers students
need to move beyond the five-paragraph formula and deploy more sophisticated writing,
thinking, and rhetoric. Here, Dombek and Herndon’s (2004) distinction between the
“cumulative” construction associated with the five-paragraph essay and the “periodic” style
associated with more sophisticated writing is particularly instructive. In periodic
construction, sentences at the beginning of the paragraph often do not plainly state the “first”
or “second” or “third” supporting point (followed by specific examples) but instead drive
ideas forward and propel reasoning into the following paragraphs. They may even at times
explore what seems like a by-way that later loops back to a theme or forward to the
conclusion. For this reason, the thesis is often withheld until the end of the essay (in a manner
reminiscent of Montaigne, whose best essays are journeys of elaboration and discovery), after
its supporting ideas and observations have been built upon and more fully articulated, and
after its topic has been more thoroughly assayed. This type of construction is particularly
suitable for essays examining a controversial issue about which readers may have a preformed opinion and therefore may be intellectually disinclined to follow the writer’s logic
and evidence due to pre-existing prejudice. In other words, if the purpose of a persuasive
essay is to persuade readers about an issue or a course of action, especially one about which
they have a previously formed opinion, it is often pragmatic to avoid a frontal assault on their
viewpoint and instead to invite them to join in the reasoning process to possibly come to a
different, and differently informed, conclusion.
Figures 1 and 2 present a simplified visual representation of cumulative versus periodic
development (Dombek and Herndon 2004, 28-29). Although this diagram fails to show the
feedback loops to earlier points that may be present in an essay written using a periodic
structure, it does highlight some of the salient and differing tendencies of the two forms.

3

Resuscitating Sophisticated Academic Writing in English
Figure 1. Cumulative Approach (adapted from
Dombeck and Herndon 2004)

Figure 2. Periodic Approach (adapted from
Dombeck and Herndon 2004)

Since the thought-flow and development process of the periodic approach differs from
that of the cumulative method, there are also additional discourse markers which writers of
such essays use to connect observations and elaborate their arguments. Here is a brief
selection.
This being the case
From this
This sort of premise
This reluctance
This is the same kind

Considering this,
Having said that,
With that said,
Even so,
For all that

If so,
Still,
Yet,
Equally important,
At the same time,

The fact is that
Not only/but also
After all,
Accordingly,
Consequently,

These discourse markers build on previous points and extend them forward, or present
corollary observations and reason logically from them.
Most readers of this essay are already familiar with the cumulative approach that
underlies the five-paragraph essay. The five-paragraph essay in Appendix 1 (which has only
four paragraphs!) serves as a typical model for anyone who would like to scroll ahead. It
presents the argument that at the student-writer’s university “Paper Should Be Reused and
Reduced.” The introduction begins with an attention-getter (a compelling fact related to the
argument), presents the background to the topic, and ends with a thesis that has two explicit
supporting reasons. The body paragraphs then, in order, present the two supporting reasons
in—and as—their topic sentences; these directly relate back to the thesis of the introduction
using the discourse markers “Firstly” and “Secondly.” Each paragraph in turn presents
detailed examples and evidence to support its particular claim. The conclusion restates the
thesis (referring circularly back to the introduction), summarizes the supporting reasons and
argument, and ends with a pithy quotation that serves as a closing thought. The form is tight,
predictable, and recipe-like. I teach this style of essay to my first-year students in their initial
writing classes and have my advanced students in an iBT TOEFL preparation course practice
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it repeatedly so it can become nearly automatic in dealing with independent, timed essay
prompts.3
4. Fluidity, Unpredictability, and ‘Reasoning with the Writer’
In contrast to essays using a cumulative structure, essays that employ the periodic
approach tend to be more fluid, less rhetorically transparent, and less predictable in outcome.
To a greater extent they invite the reader to follow the reasoning and to “reason with” the
writer in elaborating an argument—or exploring a topic—and arriving at a conclusion. The
following essay, an excerpt from a longer work by the distinguished writer O-Young Lee
(1984, 10-13), a novelist, non-fiction writer, and ex-Minister of Culture in South Korea,
exemplifies the features of an essay based upon periodic development. (An additional
student-written essay, on the prohibition on Islamic headscarves in France, which adopts
periodic development, is featured in Appendix 2).
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In this essay, O-Young Lee arrives at a strongly reasoned and well-supported conclusion,
but does so in an artful manner, inviting the reader to join him in his assay on the topic. He
begins with a paragraph that presents a similar exposition of the background to the topic as
would a five-paragraph essay, but in the next short paragraph (a continuation of the
introduction), he offers an elusive thesis, more a description of his method than a
straightforward claim, when he announces his intention to “examine Japanese culture through
the eyes of an elementary school child.” Like Montaigne in his classic essays, O-Young Lee
uses probing and provocative questions to drive his inquiry forward (“Why should it be that
interpretations of Japan, whether they be by Japanese or Westerners, are cloaked in this
illusory clothing? And what is the nature of the child’s vision that could expose this coverup?”). His paragraphs present observations and subtle propositions which push the reasoning
forward to the next paragraph rather than referring back to previously stated claims. As
Dombek and Herndon observe earlier of sophisticated essayists, the most important thoughts
in his paragraphs tend to be “in their final sentences.” His discourse markers frequently
suggest summation, as if to verify the ground that has been captured, followed immediately
by further advance (“This being the case, why…,” “From this…,” “This sort of premise…,”
“This is the same kind…”). In O-Young Lee’s essay, we find facts, examples, quotations,
analysis, critique, and other elements often present in a five-paragraph essay, but they are
embedded in a much different kind of elaboration. They also engage, explore, or rebut, to a
much greater extent than the typical five-paragraph essay, opposing or differing viewpoints.
Of this elaboration process Dombek and Herndon (2004) observe,
The periodic pattern with subordinate modification begins to describe the form
most often used by exploratory essayists such as Virginia Woolf, George Orwell,
Alice Walker, and many others, in which the idea reached at the end is a long way
from the idea with which the writer began, but is still tightly bound, through a
complex connective process, to that initial thought (28).
Here, you may ask, “But surely we don’t expect students to write like such famous
essayists?” To which the answer is, “No, not in such an extended or elaborate manner.” And
yet university students in North America, the UK, and other English-speaking regions are
swiftly challenged, often from the moment they enter the college classroom, to move beyond
the rudimentary formulaic response they have learned in secondary school. Dombek and
Herndon state bluntly: “Students are met on arrival by professors who expect different kinds
of essays than those the students were trained to write in high school” (2004, 1). The same
can be said for second-language learners of English, at least those with aspirations to move
beyond the novice level, or to study abroad a subject other than math or science that likely
involves the elaboration and exploration of ideas.
5. A Wealth of Essay Forms
While this essay has focused principally on the periodic essay as a useful antidote to the
five-paragraph standard, it is hardly the only alternative; there are other paths to follow, too.
The classic persuasive form of argument in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, from which the fiveparagraph essay has devolved, features a lengthy exposition/narration in the introduction and
then refutation of opposing views in the body, as does its more modern variation in the
Toulmin argument. Rogerian argument—with the finding of “common ground,” the taking of
a dispassionate position, accommodation of opposing viewpoints, and the withholding of the
thesis until the end—presents yet another sophisticated alternative. The SPSE approach
(Situation-Problem-Solution-Evaluation) is a further form of essay that was specifically
developed for ESL/EFL curricula by Hamp-Lyons and Heasley (2006). In the SPSE writing
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task, students first discuss the situation or background of the topic (this can include facts,
current news, and different viewpoints related to the subject); then consider the problems
associated with the issue, such as controversies or negative effects; suggest solutions to the
problem or explain solutions presented in input sources they may have received (such as a
brief lecture or a short reading); and lastly, evaluate the solutions (see Punyaratabandhu et al.
[2013] for an explanation of how this approach was successfully used in a highly regarded
EAP program in Thailand). Yet another sophisticated approach to essay writing is the “Texts
in Conversation” approach (TiC) utilized in Stanford University’s “Program in Writing and
Rhetoric,” an interdepartmental distribution of rhetoric-reading-writing-and-thinking-based
courses that all undergraduate students in the most selective university in the United States
are required to take. A detailed discussion of these approaches is beyond the scope of this
essay (it is getting time to return through the familiar door), but they are outlined here to
intimate the much richer apprehensions of knowledge and modes of expression that are part
of the traditional heritage and contemporary practice of the essay, yet are virtually unknown
in the second-language classroom, even at the highest levels.
Hinds (1983, 1987) pointed out long ago that different cultures favor different patterns
of communicative expression and writing structure. As any EFL/ESL teacher knows, crosscultural rhetoric is a challenging though endlessly fascinating subject to teach. Adapted for
foreign-language instruction, the five-paragraph essay is a useful bridge for making one
simplified pattern of Western rhetoric comprehensible. Japanese students in particular, who
in the Confucian tradition have a sharp eye for following kata (a specific, stylized form),
whether that kata is for karate or sushi-making or composition, can learn relatively quickly
the five-paragraph form, format, and formula. But it is a rhetorical bridge too short, far too
short, especially for those who wish to engage in more complex thinking and communication,
and for those with aspirations of university-level study in English-speaking countries.
6. Conclusion: Producing Honey
In Montaigne’s germinal essay, “Of the Education of Children,” the author makes
observations of the educational process that could equally be applied to the essay itself,
especially since Montaigne deployed it as his principal means of teaching and learning. He
writes of the need for the young to explore diverse ideas and to cultivate skepticism, rather
than fixing on a single train of thought or subscribing overly soon to a particular thesis, “Let
this variety of ideas be set before him; he will choose if he can; if not, he will remain in
doubt. Only the fools are certain and assured.” And he continues with a description of the
nature of research, knowledge, thinking, and by inference, writing, in which diverse ideas and
evidence are gathered, digested, and transformed: “The bees plunder the flowers here and
there, but afterward they make of them honey, which is all theirs; it is no longer thyme or
marjoram. Even so with the pieces borrowed from others; he will transform and blend them
to make a work of his own, to wit, his judgment. His education, work, and study aim only at
forming this” (1958, 111).
The distillation of propositions, facts, speculations, and borrowed ideas in my essay lead
to the judgment that essay writing as currently conceived in many second-language textbooks
and classrooms is prematurely singular and overly constrained. Allowing students to explore
the essay as traditionally conceived by Montaigne and others, and as currently practiced by
intellectuals and academic institutions from Carl Rogers to Stanford University, increases the
likelihood that students, too, will someday produce their own honey.
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