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The exam essay



Understand the genre

The examination essay is a genre in itself. Most examinations
require you to write several essays in quite a short period of time.
This severely limits what you can say, particularly if you are not
allowed to bring notes or books into the examination room. There
is almost no scope for rewriting: any corrections after the first draft
are likely to be minimal. You may find that you scarcely have time
to reread what you have written before handing it in. Consequently,
if you want to succeed in this genre you will need to adjust your
writing style accordingly. You will also need to be aware of what
is possible within the time constraints: if you expect to achieve too
much in the allotted time, you may set off at the wrong pace and
never arrive at your conclusion.

The basic principles of essay writing I have outlined in the rest
of this book apply to examination essays too, but the emphasis is
somewhat different. The three most important principles of good
examination essay technique are:

1 Answer the question set.
2 Make a case.
3 Omit unnecessary words.

Examination essays need to be focused and direct. There is no
time to waste words,. follow digressions or quote extensively. Nor
will you have time to write a long plan. A typical examination essay
in the humanities subjects will make three or four main points,
perhaps one per paragraph of the essay, and these points will build
to the conclusion expressed in the final paragraph (and perhaps also
mentioned in the introduction). Realising how little you will be able
to write within an examination should focus your preparation.
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The exam essay

Be prepared

The best preparation for writing under examination essays is writing
practice plans and practice essays under examination conditions. If
you want to improve your examination performance, you will have
to face up to this. Forty-five minutes spent planning and writing a
practice essay will be far more effective for most students than
several hours of rereading notes. As with all writing, you may find
that you rationalise why you needn’t write a practice essay. Perhaps
you intend to do one tomorrow, not today. You might find all kinds
of other distractions and avoidance strategies. But if you really want
to perform better in examinations you do need to practise the
activity that you will be judged on, or something very close to it.
Most students only devote a tiny fraction of their revision time to
practising essay plans and essay writing, but ultimately their final
grades will depend on whether they can write essays under these
challenging conditions.

Set yourself timed essays on topics you understand thoroughly.
Don’t be tempted to write a practice essay on a vague topic: set a
specific question for yourself, either one that has come up in a past
examination, or one that you think might well come up in the future.
The exercise of inventing possible examination questions is itself
very instructive: there are usually very few plausible questions that
can be asked about any particular topic. You may even find that you
second-guess the examiner and prepare a practice question that is
very close to the one you end up writing in the examination. That
isn’t the main point of the exercise, however. The main reason for
writing practice plans and essays is to get into the habit of writing
to the appropriate length at the right pace, answering the question
set, and of making a case for a conclusion rather than listing a series
of unconnected facts.

Once you have a suitable question, write it out. Plan your
answer; then write the essay itself. Next, the really painful bit:
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Use active revision techniques

read the essay back, preferably aloud. You should be able to hear how
the essay is going, whether you have managed to achieve an appro-
priate style, whether your reasoning is plausible or not, and so on.
You will very soon realise how much easier it is to read prose written
in short or medium-length sentences rather than in long ones. As
you read, ask yourself these three fundamental questions:

1 Havel really answered the question set?
2 Have I made a good case for the conclusion I've given?
3 Have I omitted unnecessary words?

If you have a friend taking the same course, you might ask that
friend to listen as you reread the essay and to consider those three
questions too.

Use active revision techniques

In general, active revision techniques are the best. Find ways of
engaging critically with the material you need to learn; don’t just
read and reread your notes or set books. For instance, if you have
half an hour to spend on revision, you might set yourself three exam
questions and write ten-minute plans for each. In your essay plan,
try to map out a defence of a conclusion using evidence and argu-
ment, following the principles stressed in this book. This should
then take you back to your notes and books as you realise where the
gaps in your knowledge are. Test yourself on what you know, or test
a friend. Rewrite your notes into a shorter, more memorable form.
Whatever revision techniques you use, try to make sure that you
have a clear goal: don't waste time in unfocused reading. Passive
revision takes less energy, but it won’t get you where you want to
be unless you are very lucky.
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The exam essay

Coping with exam nerves

Most people find exams stressful. Who hasn't felt their heart race,
their palms sweat, and even a sinking feeling in the pit of their
stomach when standing outside an exam room waiting to go in? This
stress, if channelled, can be a source of energy and focus. It is a sign
that you are taking the exam seriously. Some people, however, find
exams so stressful that they never realise their potential under exam
conditions. They get into a cycle of increasing stress that blocks
their ability to think clearly and in extreme cases prevents them
from writing at all.

One of the best ways to minimise the effect of exam nerves and
to stop them spiralling out of control is to be well prepared. That way
you can be confident that you will be able to answer the questions
set. If you have done some timed essay writing outside the exam
room, you will be aware of how little you can write under these
conditions and how important it is to focus your answer. In this
way you reduce the risk of having the nasty surprise of finding that
time has run out halfway through your final essay. At the very least
you will have got used to writing by hand at speed. Good revision,
then, should eliminate some of the causes of exam nerves. It won't
eliminate all nerves, though, and that is probably as well. The flow
of adrenaline can improve your performance as long as you don’t
let your anxiety get out of control.

In the days and then hours coming up to an exam it is extremely
important to keep the whole matter in perspective. Getting adequate
sleep is one way of helping to achieve this. Some people have
managed to get excellent results on very few hours’ sleep, but this
isn’t easy. It isn’t just the night before the exam that matters; try to
avoid building up a sleep deficit in the week or so before you take
the exam. Avoid drinking coffee or tea in the evening and don’t
stay up until the early hours revising. This is likely to be counter-
productive and get you into bad sleep patterns that are hard to break.

88



Coping with exam nerves

Remember that the quality of your revision is only one key to
success; another is being alert in the exam itself. You need to realise
that no matter how well your revision has gone, you will need to
think during the exam, not simply regurgitate facts.

If your revision hasn’'t gone well, or your sleep has been dis-
rupted, you may feel the temptation to catastrophise: to see the
worst possible outcome as if it had already happened. In this case
you might think that you won't be able to pass the exam. You can
convince yourself that you have failed even before you've seen the
question paper. But these negative thoughts can actually make it
more likely that you won't succeed; far better to be positive, and
to remember that even if your revision hasn’t gone perfectly, you
will have a reasonable chance of passing the exam if you have good
exam technique and can organise what you do know well within
YOUr essays.

Rather than sit worrying about what terrible things might
happen in the exam room, set some time aside to build up a positive
and imaginative pre-visualisation of giving a superb performance
in the exam. This is time well spent. See yourself relaxed yet alert
going into the exam room to find your name on your desk. You
turn over the exam paper and read through all the questions
carefully. You mark the ones you want to attempt, and feel confident
that you can give good, well-structured responses to each one. You
have written down the finishing time for each essay. You plan and
then write each essay in a calm and fluent way, and everything you
have studied on the subject comes back to you effortlessly. Each of
your essays makes a well-argued case for a conclusion that relates
directly to the question asked. Whenever you make a general point
you back it up with evidence or quotation. You finish five minutes
before the allotted time and use the extra minutes to go over your
paper, eliminating minor mistakes of punctuation, spelling, etc. As
you walk from the exam room you feel confident that you have
given the best performance that you could have done.
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The exam essay

In the actual exam, if you find yourself panicking, the best
remedy is to stop writing for a few moments and try to control your
breathing. Under siress we tend to take fast, shallow breaths that can
eventually produce dizziness. If you begin to panic, take a deep
breath through your nose, filling your lungs. Let the breath out, and
repeat the exercise several times. It won't take long, but it could
relax you enough to stop the panic.

Read the questions

One very common mistake is to answer the first question you see
that you know you can answer. Students often emerge blinking
from the examination hall only to realise that there was a question
on the paper they could have answered much more easily than the
one they attempted. This is a horrible feeling. Don't let it happen
to you. Skim through all the questions on the paper before deciding
which ones you are going to focus on.

Handwriting

If you have to write your answers to an examination by hand, as
most students still do, then your handwriting must be legible. This
isn’t a question of aesthetics; it needn’t be beautiful or stylish. What
matters is that someone else can read it without having to interpret
what you probably wrote. Many of us rarely write at length by hand
now, as word processing is increasingly common. So, if you know
that your handwriting can be difficult to read, you should devote
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Key points

some time to making it more legible, perhaps by writing practice
essays under strict time canstraints.

Key points

e Exams are your chance to apply the basic principles of essay
writing.
The best way to avaid exam nerves is to prepare well.
Use active rather than passive revision techniques.
If you find yourself panicking in an exam, stop and take several
deep breaths.
Visualise a successful exam.
Don't underestimate the part played by legible handwriting.
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