Clear, Captivating Exposition

…That’s the whole point of expository writing – to offer facts and ideas in a way that is both accessible and attractive to the reader.  It tells who, what, when, where, and why. Exposition exposes and explains facts from a fresh voice, but it also serves a useful purpose in people’s lives. Some expository approaches include the following: 

·  How-To

·  Definition

·  Illustration

·  Process

·  Slice-of-Life

·  Comparison-Contrast

·  Cause-Effect

No matter which approach you choose, your goal is to make a difference in your readers’ lives, but first, you need to know who your readers are.  What do they care about?   What is significant about what you have to share?  How will it affect them?  For instance, if you’ve explaining how to make the perfect piece of golden-brown, cinnamon French toast lightly sprinkled with powdered sugar, you need to know that your audience is allergic to eggs and can’t eat French toast.  Instead, you might change your focus to explain how to make a triple-berry breakfast smoothie.  

To help your readers understand an event or follow instructions, the structure of your expository response should flow smoothly.  You can’t leave out some of the ingredients or an important step.  Each ingredient and step is needed if you’re really going to help your readers succeed in making tomorrow’s breakfast.  You’re not trying to argue a case or persuade your readers to buy a product, but you might emphasize a few helpful hints to make their lives easier.

Your expository response should follow the basic structure of an essay with an introduction, body, and conclusion, as outlined in the first chapter on “The Writing Process.”  Unique to the expository essay, though, is its dependence on facts, details, examples, statistics, quotations, and other useful information that develops the thesis statement. Without supporting evidence and explanations, the expository essay falls flat.
For exposition to work, you must inform or explain something to readers in a way they can understand and appreciate.  Good exposition tells the truth, using accurate, reliable sources and relaying those facts in the context of the situation.  However, the biggest problems that creep into expository writing start with a writer who is too casual about the topic or who has not checked out a variety of sources.  The result is a distorted or incomplete report.    
Of course, your response shouldn’t look like it jumped out of an encyclopedia either!  While facts from those resources are helpful, you can use those facts and make it a bit more human with surprise or humor.  The most interesting expository response blends information with the writer’s unique style.  This makes the reader hungry for more…
Facts and details are important, but equally important to the expository essay is the perspective you’ll choose.  One of my favorite non-fiction authors, Kathleen Krull, understands this approach well.  Instead of simply stating the facts about famous historical men and women in her Lives of… series, she chooses interesting and unusual details, focusing on the neighbors’ perspectives.   In an article she wrote to encourage other authors in The Craft and Business of Writing, Krull advises, “Come up with an approach that will make your material fresh.  You must take a point of view on your facts.”
  
I’ve been using this approach with my students for the last several years, and I’m amazed at the results.  Those students, especially some who may have been a little reluctant at first, suddenly burst out with new ways to share their ideas.  Sometimes they imagine obscure “behind-the-scenes” roles in major battles, such as a dishwasher in a king’s kitchen.  At other times, they take on the role of a rainforest ecologist in the Amazon jungle.  This gives my students an opportunity to share true details they’ve gathered about what really happened in the past or what is taking place in the present.  When they put those facts together in story form, they captivate their readers.  Once you try it, I think you’ll agree that this is a fun and effective way to share expository writing…   
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