Introductions 

An essay introduction should give an overview of the essay’s structure and (in so doing) it should also explain how you intend to go about answering the question you have been asked. It is possible to achieve both objectives without using up an enormous number of words.  NB, since the introduction includes a plan of what you are going to do, and your plans may well change as you actually write the essay, use the material you have collected, develop arguments and so on, it is best to wait until you have finished writing the essay before writing the introduction. 

Here are some examples of real students’ introductions with comments:

Example 1

The question:

1. ‘Keiretsu are no more than Japanese-based multinationals, and play no special role in the Japanese Economy’. 

Discuss the accuracy of this statement

The student’s introduction:

The literal meaning of a Keiretsu is ‘linked group’, ‘enterprise group’ and money clique. Prior to the Second World War Japan was dominated by four large monopolistic organisations, Mitsubishi, Mitsui, Sumitomo and Yasuda, called Zaibatsu. Post war controls introduced by the United States aimed at creating a competitive environment through dissolution of the Zaibatsu. This policy continued until 1952, when the Japanese government relaxed its constraints on economic considerations, but maintaining its stance on monopolistic power. Subsequently some of the former Zaibatsu reformed into these enterprise groups called Keiretsu.

Comments:

It does not address the task, nor does it explain how the student intends to go about tackling the task.

Example 2

There are many factors that have contributed to Japan’s “economic miracle”, often they are interrelated. It is argued that the structure of businesses in Japan have played a significant role in this success. Specifically, Japanese big conglomerates called keiretsu have often been the topic of debates regarding their claimed contribution to Japan’s economic success. 

Comment

The focus should be on a comparison of keiretsu with other multinationals, and the question of whether they played a ‘special’ role in Japanese development.  

Example 3

Japanese keiretsu, are groups of companies which together make up a large proportion of the Japanese economy. This paper will attempt to assess the accuracy of the view that these companies bear no significant impact to the running of the Japanese markets. In assessing this statement, it is essential to identify what a keiretsu is and its role, before identifying its impact.

Comment

That’s getting better, though it’s a trifle short and could have given more indication of the arguments to come

Example 4

The question:

1. ‘The most important factor in explaining Japan’s Twentieth Century international trading success has been the willingness of other countries to buy Japanese exports.’
Discuss the validity of this statement

The student’s opening paragraph:

Before answering the set question I feel that it is necessary to begin with a discussion of Japans trading history, looking here at the main imports and the general pattern of trade. The set question will then be addressed look at reasons why the willingness of other countries to import Japanese goods exists. The fact that many particularly western countries argue that the Japanese cheat at international trade will also be highlighted before concluding with a brief discussion of Japans current trading position.

Comment:

This is getting better. It consists of a summary of the whole structure of the essay is perfectly acceptable, not least because it forces the student to see what they are going to do.  However the use of the personal pronoun is totally inappropriate in a formal academic essay. (You should use the passive voice (whatever your computer grammar checker tells you! Ignore it, it is giving you bad advice.)

Example 6

The student’s opening paragraph:

It is true that an appraisal of the relevant statistics supports the view that Japan has achieved an outstanding trade performance in the 20th century. There is also evidence to suggest that the extraordinary Japanese balance of payments record might be explained by the willingness of other countries to buy Japanese. There are however, a number of global competitors who have argued that this performance has been achieved as a result of underhand dealing. The Japanese have in effect ’cheated’ by exporting in an aggressive, organised manner whilst strongly resisting imports.

Comment:

This student clearly had an answer prepared that dealt with arguments about the possibility that Japan cheats in international trade, and was hoping that a question about that subject would come up. It did not. Although it would be possible to 'tweak' information about whether or not Japan 'cheats' at trade and use it in an answer to the question that was actually asked, this introduction gives no indication of how the student intended to go about doing such a thing. Instead they simply say that they are going to answer a completely different question! This is NOT a good tactic to employ. In the event they went ahead, answered the wrong question and - failed.

Example 7

The question

‘Many attempts to explain Japan’s economic success in the Twentieth Century have placed too much emphasis on the ‘uniqueness’ of a variety of aspects of the Japanese Business Environment. Japanese economic history, culture, institutions and so on are, in reality, very similar to their equivalents in Western nations.’ 

Critically assess the validity of this statement and argument in relation to any two of the following aspects of the Japanese Business Environment:

economic history

 financial system

 industrial / Keiretsu Structure

labour market

government policy

international trade

distribution system
The student’s opening paragraph:

(NB some previous assignments and exams had covered this topic by asking whether or not Japan had ‘cheated’ or ‘played fair’ in their International Trading relationships. Copies of papers offering a variety of answers to such a question are freely available to students on the relevant module.  JR)

International Trade

In looking at the breadth and depth of material relating to trade and considering the word limitations in this assessment, I am going to concentrate on whether or not Japan plays fair in international trade, and highlight the differences or similarities with Western nations.‘

Comment:
Another desperate attempt to find a question that does not exist.  Not a dog’s chance! He failed. I wrote on his assignment:

'To get a good mark you have to modify the material you have to match the question you have been asked. You cannot modify the question to match the material or answer you have prepared in advance in the vague hope that it will come up!'

'I' has also crept in here again - avoid at all costs. Your markers are not normally interested in your personal opinion, they want to know if you can construct a sound argument in answer to the question based on you reading around the subject, relevant data, theories and arguments.

Example 8

The question:

Critically assess the significance of the role of Japanese Banks in that country’s economic success since the Second World War.

The student’s opening paragraph:

Japanese banks have been a major influence in the economic success of the Japanese economy since the Second World War.

Comment:
Far too short. Simply added the word ’major’ to the wording of the question. Might as well not have bothered. Needs developing into a summary of the main arguments that are about to be deployed.

 The question:

Some authors have argued that the Keiretsu structure has enabled Japanese companies to achieve high growth levels by avoiding the negative effects of high levels of industrial competition. 

Assess the validity of this argument.

The student’s opening paragraph:

This essay will begin by establishing what the negative effects of high levels of industrial competition are. It will then give a brief explanation of how the Keiretsu system works. This will be followed by an examination of the degree to which the system has enabled Japanese companies to achieve high growth levels, and attempt to determine if this has been achieved by avoiding the negative effects of industrial competition. From this, the connection between the Keiretsu structure, high growth levels and the degree of competition in markets , if any, may become clear. 

This is quite good. The only omission is some kind of brief explanation of precisely how she is going to ‘determine if this has been achieved by avoiding the negative effects of industrial competition.’  Having read the entire essay, I suspect that the reason why she missed that explanation out was because she never got around to completing that part of the task in the actual essay, and consequently was unable to describe what she was going to do!
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