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Essay Exams

Preparation:

· Keep up on notes, lectures, and readings.
· Find out how many questions will be asked and what kind of thinking and writing will be required.
· Try to avoid simply memorizing material.  Look for the themes and central concerns of the class.
· By yourself or with friends, make up and answer questions that you think might be asked on the test.

The Exam:
· Read the exam questions carefully.
· If given a choice, decide which questions to answer.
· Decide how much time to devote to each question.
· When in doubt, ask your instructor or professor for clarification.
· Decide what you are being asked.  If you don’t understand what the question is asking, look at the key verbs in the question.  Those verbs can often help you identify what type of response is appropriate.  Following are keys to understanding and responding to verbs which might appear in essay exam questions:

Define: State clearly and exactly the meaning of a word or term as it relates to the course content.  You may be required to write a single-sentence definition or a full paragraph.

Identify: Give a capsule who-what-where-why answer.  The words identify and define may be used interchangeably.

Explain the importance or the significance of: Relate the manner in which a specific topic is influential to the overall subject matter of the course.

Compare and contrast: This can be applied to two or three principles, ideas, works, activities, or phenomena.  It requires you to explore fully the relationships between important points in the course, to analyze each point separately, and then to search out specific areas of similarity or differences between those points.

Show cause (s) and/or effect (s): Evaluate a subject from the course content in terms of the causes that led to the subject or the results derived from the subject.  The cause and effect would be argued and supported with evidence from lectures and readings.

Analyze: Break something into its parts or functions and show how those smaller units go together to make up the whole.
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Criticize or evaluate: Weigh the pros and cons, advantages and disadvantages of a subject.  Instructors want more than an opinion on this type of question.  They expect a reasoned, documented judgment based on appropriate criteria.

Discuss: This type of question usually starts with a definition.  To answer the question, you may also need to decide if the question requires you to respond in the same manner that you would a define/analyze question.  The primary concern here is to discuss the topic in relation to the course content.


Illustrate: Give one or more examples that prove some point about a subject.  


Narrate: Follow the development of something through time, event by event.


Summarize: Write the substance of a longer work in condensed form.

Classify: Gather into categories, types, or kinds according to a single basis of division.

· Quickly jot down ideas and examples to help you focus and organize your ideas before you start to write.  If the question has several parts, make a list of the parts so you don’t neglect any of them.

· State your thesis clearly.  Use key terms from the question, and use these same key terms throughout the essay.

· If you come up with new ideas while you are writing, stop to jot them down and see where they fit.  Don’t pad your paper with irrelevancies or repetition.

· Answer the questions you are most comfortable with first to ensure that you receive the maximum number of points for those questions.

· If questions have different point values, focus first on those questions which carry the greatest value. 

· Strive for focus, simplicity, and clarity.

· Save time to proofread.

Final Tips:
· Make your short answers complete sentences.

· Begin short essay answers with a thesis statement.

· In longer essay answers, have an introduction with a thesis and a conclusion.
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