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Writing an Essay Exam

The test of literature is, I suppose,

whether we ourselves live more intensely for the reading of it.

—Elizabeth Drew

Why might an instructor choose to give an essay examination? It may sometimes seem like sheer sadism, but there are good reasons for using essays to test your knowledge of a subject. Longer, more involved answers can reveal not just how well you have memorized course material but also how thoroughly you have processed it. An essay exam allows you to demonstrate that you can think critically about the literature you have read and the issues your reading has raised. It lets you show how well you can marshal evidence to support your assertions. It also gives you a chance to draw connections between the literary works you have read and the main themes of the course.

Whether your exam is take-home or in-class, open-book or closed, the following strategies will help you to show off what you know:


¦
Be prepared. Before you take the exam, review the readings. If you have been highlighting and annotating all semester, you will find yourself well rewarded for that extra bit of effort. A glance at highlighted portions of text can help refresh your memory about passages in a text that struck you as particularly important; your marginalia can help you to recall why that was the case.


¦
Review your notes. It is also a good idea to review any notes you have taken for the course. If you kept a reading journal, go back and reread it. (You will be surprised how many specific memories rereading your journal will trigger.) Even if you are permitted to use your books during the exam, reacquainting yourself with the material beforehand can help you better recall what it is you are  looking for in those open books.

As you review, be sure to think about the big picture. How do the literary works you have read relate to each other? If you have been reading theory and criticism, how might it apply to the course’s content? If you have been given historical background about the period in which a work was written, how does the work embody its author’s time? Sometimes it might help just to write down a few of the central ideas the course has explored on a separate sheet of paper—to summarize a few of the major insights the course has offered.


¦
Think it through. Once you have been given the exam, be sure to read it all the way through before you begin writing. Figure out how much time you can afford to spend per section. Pay attention to how many points each question is worth; you may well want to budget your time accordingly. Leave yourself time to proofread your responses and add any missing information.

When you are ready to start, you might find it helpful first to attack questions about which you feel more confident. Go ahead, but save enough time to tackle the tougher ones as well.


¦
Read the questions carefully. To ensure that you are answering the actual questions you have been asked, pay special attention to words in the directions that seem important. Verbs such as “analyze,” “summarize,” “explicate,” “compare,” “contrast,” “evaluate,” “interpret,” and “explain” give clues to what your focus should be. Highlight or underline these action words so that you can more readily keep them in mind as you write. Understanding what you are being asked to do is crucial. Failing to follow directions might lose you precious points, no matter how brilliantly you write on your subject.

Careful reading and highlighting can also help you remember to address all parts of any given question. Don’t get so caught up in answering one part of a question that you neglect the other parts.


¦
Understand your purpose. Whenever you write, it pays to consider your audience and your purpose. Inevitably, the audience for an essay exam response will be your instructor. It’s likely that he or she will be looking to see whether you have understood the material on which you are being tested. As you consider the questions you are about to answer, think back to concepts stressed by the instructor during in-class discussions. Try to touch on these concepts as you write, as long as you can do so without losing your focus. Also, since your instructor is familiar with the literary work under discussion, there’s no need to relate the whole story in your exam response. Unless you are specifically asked to summarize, don’t give any more plot details than are needed to accomplish the assigned task.

For clues about what your purpose should be, pay attention to those action words you have highlighted in the directions. Here are some common ones:

Analyze
Consider how a single element of the text contributes to its full meaning or effect.

Compare
Explore how two or more things resemble each other.

Contrast
Explore how two or more things differ from each other.

Evaluate
Examine a work with the purpose of determining its quality or importance.

Explain
Clarify a concept.

Explicate
Explain a brief work or a passage from a longer work in detail to show how its parts contribute to the work as a whole.

Interpret
Express a literary work’s meaning in your own words.

Paraphrase
Restate a passage in your own words.

Prove
Provide evidence of the truth of a claim, drawing on information from the literary work under study.

Relate
Show a connection between two or more items.

Summarize
Give a shortened version of a literary work, touching on key points.


¦
Plan before you write. Start with a clear thesis that accurately addresses the exam question. A critical step in writing a good essay exam is creating a thesis sentence that succinctly expresses your main point. Using the exam question to provide direction for your thesis, come up with a statement that is both decisive and specific.

For example, if you have been asked to describe the grandmother’s transformation in Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” your thesis should say something specific about how or why she gains insight in her last moments of life. The first thesis below does not address the assignment—it describes the grandmother, not the grandmother’s transformation. It is accurate but  incomplete since it does not lead anywhere useful.

irrelevant thesis

The grandmother in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” is self-centered and silly.

The rough thesis that follows sticks with the merely obvious.

rough thesis
The grandmother in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” is a silly, self-centered woman who undergoes a transformation at the end of the story.

The revised thesis makes a more decisive statement, providing specifics about what happens at the story’s climax.

revised thesis
In “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” the grandmother is transformed from a silly, self-centered woman into a wiser, more caring one.

A final revision goes further, venturing to say not only what happens in the story but why it happens. It provides a good road map for writing an essay exam.

final thesis 

In “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” the grandmother is transformed by her proximity with death from a silly, self-centered woman into a wiser, more caring one.


¦
Create a rough outline. Though an essay question might seem like an occasion for off-the-cuff writing, it’s a good idea to sketch a rough outline before you plunge in. As you write, follow the outline point by point. An outline for an essay response based on the final thesis above might look something like this:


1.
Grandmother transformed by closeness to death


2.
Starts out silly

Lives in the past

Gets directions wrong


3.
Becomes wiser

Sees her mistakes

Sees her connection to the Misfit


4.
Starts out self-centered

Smuggles cat on trip

Makes family drive out of way


5.
Becomes caring

Reaches out to Misfit

Sees him as her own child


6.
Nearness to death

Hears her son get shot

Misfit’s quotation


¦
Make it shapely. Like a more formal piece of writing, your answer will need an introduction that establishes the point you will be making. It also should include a conclusion that summarizes your argument (preferably without too much bald-faced restatement) and reinforces your thesis. The paragraphs in between should be used to flesh out your argument.


¦
Give evidence. Back up your thesis, and any assertion you make along the way, with proof from the story, poem, or play you are discussing. Direct quotations generally make the most convincing evidence, but if you are working from memory, you can do the job with references to the text. To make your argument more convincing and establish how familiar you are with the material, be as specific as you can manage.


¦
Keep your focus. As you write, refer frequently to your outline. Be sure to keep your argument on track. Don’t ramble or repeat yourself to fill up space; to do so will give the impression that you are uncertain about your response or the material.


¦
Make smooth transitions. Use transitional words and phrases to connect each new idea to the one that precedes it. These handy tools can signal your intentions. If your argument is changing directions, you might signal as much with words and phrases such as “in contrast,” “on the other hand,” “however,” “yet,” or “conversely.” If you are continuing along on the same track you’ve been traveling, try “in addition,” “similarly,” “furthermore,” or “moreover.” To indicate cause and effect, you might use “because,” “therefore,” “as a result,” or “consequently.” If you make it easy for your reader to follow your train of thought, the end result is likely to be a grateful reader.


¦
Pay attention to detail. Be sure to proofread your essay before handing it in. Nothing undermines a writer’s authority faster than spelling mistakes and grammatical errors. Even illegible handwriting can try a reader’s patience—never a good idea when a grade is involved.

Checklist

Taking an Essay Exam

Exam Preparation


¸
Skim the literary works that will be on the exam.


¸
Reread all your notes and, if you have kept one, your reader’s journal.


¸
Consider how the literary works on the exam relate to each other.


¸
Consider possible relationships between the literary works and any literary criticism, theory, or historical background you have been given in the course.

Taking the Exam


¸
When you are given the exam, quickly read it all the way through.


¸
Calculate how much time you can spend per question.


¸
Read each essay question carefully, underlining key words. Take note of multipart questions.


¸
Understand your purpose before you begin.


¸
Write a thesis sentence that accurately answers the exam question.


¸
Sketch an outline for the essay response.


¸
Include an introductory paragraph and a conclusion.


¸
Back up each point you make with evidence from the text.


¸
Don’t give plot summaries unless asked to.


¸
Use transitional phrases to link paragraphs and ideas.


¸
Proofread your exam before handing it in. 
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