Help, I have to take an essay exam!

Essay exams are designed so that the student demonstrates not only that s/he knows the material but also that s/he has the ability to analyze and evaluate the material (synthesis).  The synthetic aspect of such exams makes them the most difficult of any type of exam, no matter how easy the question may appear.

1.
No matter what the subject, NOTHING substitutes for doing all of the homework on a regular basis.  

2.
Do not try to cram the night before the exam.  When students cram the night before the test, they do not become more knowledgeable, merely more tired.  If they can recall the material for the exam, they may not know it later.

3.
READ (AND FOLLOW) ALL OF THE DIRECTIONS.
4.
Manage time well.  

· Read through the entire test.

· Figure out the point value of each section.

· Decide the sections on which to spend the most time.

5. Analyze each question.

· How many parts does the question have?  How many parts should the response have?

· What is being asked?  What are the command terms and key words?

6. Develop a thesis suitable for the question.

7. Develop an outline.

8. Write the essay.

· Leave enough room to write the introduction.  Start with the thesis.

· Make the essay look as tidy as possible.  Cross out any mistakes once, and keep going.  Scribbling over them in unnecessary.

· Use specific, relevant evidence, not feelings.

· Avoid repeating entire points. 

· Connect the parts of the essay by using key words.

9. Watch the clock carefully.  Leave enough time to write the introduction and to proofread.

10. PROOFREAD.

· Check the thesis.  Does it accurately predict the direction of the essay as it is in its finished form?

· Check supporting evidence.  Is it relevant?  Are all generalizations supported?  Is a particularly good piece of support missing?

· Look at the introduction and conclusion.  Does the introduction provide enough details to make the paper interesting?  Does the conclusion give a sense of finality to the essay?

Any additions to already finished points should be marked by a neatly drawn arrow.

Anatomy of the Essay Question
Frequently Used Terms for Short-Answer Questions

· WHAT—often used in short answer questions to elicit a list of some kind. Occasionally students will also need to give an amount or cite particular evidence to prove a point. 
· STATE—often used in short answer questions since this term requires a brief statement. 
· SUMMARIZE—used to discover if a student has read an/or understood material. Although only the big details are required to answer these kinds of question, they are often more difficult than students originally think because of the need to determine what material can be left out. (REVIEW may also be used to generate this kind of answer.)
· IDENTIFY—used to elicit a particular response, often a list of qualities or characteristics. 
· TRACE—a quick chronological or step-by-step explanation of a process or cause
Frequently Used Terms for Longer Essay Questions

· HOW—used to elicit responses regarding cause, means, extent, or condition. 
· WHY—demands an assertion for which you provide proof complete with examples. In short answer situations, directs writer to give cause, intention, or justification. 
· DESCRIBE—typically, a DESCRIBE question has to do with an observable occurrence. Best organization: by space or time. 
· DISCUSS—requires a response that considers all aspects of the topic, though some aspects may be more developed than others. One of the best ways to respond to a DISCUSS question is to recognize all the aspects in the introduction, but to narrow the focus of the essay to three or four points in the thesis. Best organization: according to clear thesis
· EXAMINE—like DISCUSS, but gives writer room to narrow the topic considerably. Does require student to make an assertion and provide support. Best organization: clear thesis. 
· ANALYZE—demands that students dismantle the topic and show understanding of both the parts and the whole. Best organization: consider what needs analysis, generate a thesis, follow thesis statement through essay. 
· COMPARE/CONTRAST—COMPARE=note the similarities. CONTRAST= note the differences. Often answers can degenerate into mere lists of one or the other without enough supporting detail. Best organization: move from one object of comparison/contrast to the other back and for throughout the essay. 
· DEFINE—provide a well-developed meaning. Give examples to support and consider possible additional definitions. Best organization: most important( least important meaning. 
· RELATE—not to tell a story, but to demonstrate the connections between two or more “things.” Best organization: most obvious(least obvious connections; need much supporting detail. 
· EVALUATE—present a judgment based on particular terms which students first clarify in their essays. Demands support presented according to principles students lay out. Best organization: problem first (with support), then solution. 
· PROPOSE—requires on-the-spot thinking, demands identification of a “problem” and a reasoning for a particular solution. Needs lots of supporting detail. Best organization: problem first (with support), then solution. 
· RESPOND—requests a personal response; gives writer room to work with.  Best organization: state response, explain why response is appropriate, give support. 
· DIVIDE & CLASSIFY—used with groups of “things.” Requires student to break group into sections and subsections, giving reason for selected division. Best organization: present thesis, divide, then classify with support for both. 
Sample Essay Outline.

Organize your essay before you begin writing.  Be sure to indicate, for yourself and your future reader, your points, the order in which you plan to make those points, and the examples you plan to use.  Although an outline will not earn you full credit for the essay, an outline will earn up to 50% of the points for the essay in the event that you are unable to finish writing your essay in the allotted time.
Sample Essay Question:

Compare/Contrast Protestantism and the Enlightenment with regard to divine authority, the individual, society at large, and the environment.

P=Protestantism
E=Enlightenment

God

P=God’s hand in everything—eg Mary Rowlandson 

E=God the clock-maker—Dec. of Ind.—3 mentions;


Common Sense-God creator-humans govern human affairs


Individual



P=Man is totally sinful & not perfectible—sinners, D&SL



E=Man can make himself better/perfect—Ben F’s Autobiography


Society



P= Covenant Theology-JW Jnl


E=Indiv. Rights—Dec . of Ind.


Land



P=God’s gift—JW’s journal



E=useful—Freneau 
