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HOW TO TAKE AN ESSAY 

EXAMINATION
Writing an examination in which you express your ideas in your own words and at some length is not an easy task.  Of course, the person who knows the subject best usually will earn the best examination grade on that subject.  However, it is definitely possible to gain, or lose a few points on an examination strictly on the basis of certain skills that may have no relation at all to your knowledge of the subject.  Pay special attention to the first four points as they are of unusual importance in taking an essay examination.

1.
Analyze the question before starting to answer it.
Do not be in such a hurry to begin answering a question that you answer the wrong one!  Use your common sense to identify the crucial words in a question, and take a minute to determine just what the particular combination of words means that you should do.  

One of the marks of scholars in any field is their ability to handle the language of the field, think rationally in that area, and use logic as well as memory in solving problems in the field.  Many teachers deliberately ask examination questions that require some acquaintance with the subject being studied even to understand the question, much less answer it!  So do not impose upon yourself a penalty for carelessness--carelessness in perceiving what it is you are supposed to be answering.  Analyzing a question by the process described here takes no more than thirty seconds.  It can pay off handsomely in increased grades!   

2.
Plan the answer to each question before starting to write

It should not take you more than a minute or two to plan most answers.  You probably will find that spending this amount of time actually shortens the total amount of time required to answer any given question by eliminating the "head-scratching" time that usually occurs when you try to reduce your disorganized knowledge of an unanalyzed question into an intelligent answer.  Simply write down a few words or phrases you want to include in your answer.  Then put them in order by numbering them in sequence.

There is also a bonus effect from this planning step.  An instructor is not merely interested in your memory of facts about the subject for which he is examining you.  He is also interested in your ability to express these facts in a clear, understandable fashion.  

If you plan your answers before writing them, you can produce more coherent, readable answers, which will create a better impression in the mind of your instructor than would the very same information presented in a helter-skelter, haphazard manner.  Think for a moment how much better a presentation you can give for an oral report that you have previously thought out and planned than of an impromptu, unplanned speech covering the same background of facts.  You would not consider giving an important oral report without prior planning as to how you will present the relevant material.  Similarly, you should not write unplanned answers on test or examination papers.

One of the necessary elements in mastering a subject is learning the proper relationships are a complete answer to a question is determined by the question itself and by the preference of individual professors.  If the question specifies "Outline briefly, "or "List the main issues in," or “Enumerate five,” or other directions that show plainly that the instructor wants a bare tabulation, partial sentences and maximum brevity may be appropriate.  Usually, however, your instructor will want to discuss the points listed sufficiently to show that you understand them.  From the number of questions on the examination and the amount of time you have, you can form a rough approximation of how fully the instructor wants the questions answered.  Usually they expect you to spend all the time available; if you are a fast writer, you usually will profit from using that skill to give fuller answers than you would have been able to if you wrote more slowly.  

Whether the examination consists of one question or twenty, you probably will make a better grade if you spend the whole allotted time in preparing your paper.  There is however, an exception to this rule:  If you do not know enough about the questions to spend the entire examination period writing on them, stop when have written all you know.  The practice of attempting to hide ignorance under a mass of words as on examination is likely to hurt your grade. 

4.
Read over your answers

You will be surprised at how frequently you can improve your examination paper by inserting a word, or making a note at the appropriate place asking the professor to turn to the back of the page of additional information, and elaborating there on a point you had omitted or passed over too lightly.  Instructors understand that time does not permit you to rewrite the entire page to keep your paper neat and will not hold against you the fact that you keep trying to improve your answers.  Check the grammar and spelling of your answers as well as their accuracy and completeness in this rereading.  Although teachers may not actually mark you down for such errors, you may be sure that your instructor will form a lower opinion of your scholarship as a result of them, and this may unconsciously affect their computation of your grade.  Resist, therefore, the temptation to write furiously right through to the last period of the last sentence of the last answer, and then with finality to say to yourself, "There! I’m through!" and turn in your paper.  Use whatever time remains to critically read your answers.

5.
Other Considerations:  Answer the Questions You Know First

First answer the questions you know, so the time you spend in racking your memory answering harder questions will not keep you from doing your best on the questions you know well.  Using a separate page for each question will permit you to do this and still keep questions in their proper order.

6.
Write Legibly
Keep your paper as neat as you can, and write as clearly as you can, using one side of the paper only.  Your instructors probably have a multitude of papers to grade.  Anything you do to make their job easier will reflect credit on you.  Buy the best erasable pen available and use a large eraser to make your paper look its best.  

7.
Write Out Each Question

Start each answer by rephrasing the question.  It saves the teachers’ time and makes their jobs easier to have each question stated on paper.  You'll also be clearly marking each answer as belonging to that question.

8.
Count Your Questions and Answers to See that None is Omitted
This is especially necessary if you skipped around, answering questions out of order.  While doing this, check to see that your questions and pages are all in the proper sequence.

9.
Know Your Professors
Of course, it is a good idea to study your individual instructors and try to determine their particular preferences and dislikes in examinations, just as you have done in all other spheres of work for them during the course.  Studying the instructor can never substitute for studying the course material, but it can enable you to display what you have learned about the course in a manner that will be most appealing to them.  They are using the examination as an instrument to estimate your knowledge of a subject.  Anything you can do to present that knowledge in a manner that will increase their respect for your scholarship will help your grade. 

(Material taken from A Dynamic Approach to Study by Thomas Staton)
