Appendix

E

Writing Essay Examinations

Why Do Instructors  Give Examinations?

Perhaps an understanding of the nature of essay examinations will help you to write better essays.

Examinations not only measure learning and thinking, but also stimulate them. Even so humble an examination as a short-answer quiz—chiefly a device to oblige students to do the assigned reading—is a sort of push designed to move students forward. Of course, internal motivation is far superior to external, but even such crude external motivation as a quiz can have a beneficial effect. Students know this; indeed, they often will say that they have chosen to take a particular course “because I want to know something about . . . and I know that I won’t do the reading on my own.” (Teachers often teach a new course for the same reason; we want to become knowledgeable about, say, Asian-American literature, and we know that despite our lofty intentions we may not seriously confront the subject unless we are under the pressure of facing a class.)

In short, examinations help students to acquire learning and then to convert learning into thinking. Sometimes it is not until preparing for the final examination that students—rereading the chief texts and classroom notes—perceive what the course was really about; until this late stage, the trees obscure the forest, but now, in the process of the reviewing and sorting things out, a pattern emerges. The experience of reviewing and then of writing an examination, though fretful, can be highly exciting as connections are made and ideas take on life.

Getting Ready

The night before the examination you will almost certainly feel that you don’t know this, that, and the other thing, and you may feel that nothing short of reading all of the assignments—an impossibility, of course—can get you through the test. If indeed you have not done the reading, this feeling is warranted. The best preparation for an examination is not a panicky turning of hundreds of pages the night before the test; rather, the best preparation is to 

• keep up with the reading throughout the term, and to annotate the text while reading,

• make connections among the works you study from one week to the next,

• participate in class discussion, and

• annotate the text during the class discussions.

If you engage in these practices, you will not only be preparing for the examination, but you will also be getting more out of the course—more knowledge and more pleasure—than if you come to class unprepared. 

Nevertheless, however well prepared you are, you will want to do some intensive preparation shortly before the final examination. We suggest that you may want to reread Chapters 2, 3, 7 (all on fiction), 13, 21 (both on poetry), 29 and 33 (both on drama), because these chapters discuss not only the genres but also the job of writing essays about them. 

Writing Essay Answers

Let’s assume that before the examination you have read the assigned material, marked the margins of your books, made summaries of the longer readings and of the classroom comments, reviewed everything carefully, and had a decent night’s sleep. Now you are facing the examination sheet.

Here are some suggestions:

1. Before you write anything on the examination booklet beyond your name, read the entire examination. Something in the last question—maybe even a passage that is quoted—may give you an idea that will help you when you write your answer to the first question.

2. Budget your time. If the first question is worth 25%, give it about one-fourth of your time, not half the allotted time. On the other hand, do not provide perfunctory answers: If the question is worth 25%, your instructor expects a fairly detailed response.

3. Rank for yourself the degree of difficulty of the questions, from easiest to hardest. Start with the questions that you immediately know you can handle effectively, and save harder questions for later. Often those harder questions will become easier once you have gotten into the activity of writing the  examination.

4. After you have thought a little about the question, before writing furiously, take a moment to jot down few ideas that strike you, as a sort of outline or source of further inspiration. You may at the outset realize that, say, you want to make three points, and unless you jot these down—three key words will do—you may spend all the allotted time on one point.

5. Answer the question. If you are asked to compare two characters, compare them; don’t just write two character sketches. Take seriously such words as compare, define, summarize, and, especially, evaluate.

6. You often can get a good start merely by turning the question into an affirmation—for example, by turning “In what ways does the poetry of Louise Erdrich resemble her  fiction” into “Louise Erdrich’s poetry resembles her fiction in at least . . . ways.”

7. Don’t waste time summarizing at length what you have read unless asked to do so—but, of course, you may have to give a brief summary in order to support a point. The  instructor wants to see that you can use your reading, not merely that you have done the reading.

8. Be concrete. Illustrate your arguments with facts—the names of authors, titles, dates, characters, details of plot, and quotations if possible.

9. Leave space for last-minute additions. If you are writing in an examination booklet, either skip a page between essays or write only on the right-hand pages so that on rereading you can add material at the appropriate place on the left-hand pages.

10. Reread what you have written, and make last-minute revisions. By the time you have finished writing the last essay you have probably thought of some things—for instance, some quotations may have come to mind—that might well add strength to some of the earlier essays.

Beyond these general suggestions we can best talk about essay examinations by looking at five common types of questions:

1. A passage to explicate

2. A historical question (for example, “Trace the influence of Guy de Maupassant on Kate Chopin”)

3. A critical quotation to be evaluated

4. A wild question (such as “What would Flannery O’Connor think of Katherine Min’s ‘Courting a Monk’?”; “What would Othello do if he were in Hamlet’s place?”)

5. A comparison (for example, “Compare Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ with Browning’s ‘My Last Duchess’ as dramatic monologues”)

A few remarks on each of these types may be helpful.

1. On explication, see pages 42–46 and page 824. As a short rule, look carefully at the tone (speaker’s attitude toward self, subject, and audience) and at the implications of the words (their connotations and associations), and see whether a pattern of imagery is evident. For example, religious language (adore, saint) in a secular love poem may precisely define the nature of the lover and of the beloved. Remember, an explication is not a paraphrase (a putting into other words) but an attempt to show the relations of the parts by calling attention to implications. Organization of such an essay is rarely a problem, since most explications begin with the first line and go on to the last. Indeed, if you glance at the poem or passage and feel worried that it is too difficult or obscure, don’t panic. Take a breath, and begin with the first line or the first sentence. Explicate that, and then focus on how the next line or sentence is related to what has come just before. Proceed step by step, piece by piece, and as you do so you will develop a sense of the whole—which is where your explication can conclude.

2. A good essay on a historical question will offer a nice combination of argument and evidence; that is, the thesis will be supported by concrete details (names, dates, perhaps, even brief quotations). A discussion of Chopin’s debt to Maupassant cannot be convincing if it does not specify certain works and certain characteristics. If you are asked to relate a writer or a body of work to an earlier writer or period, list the chief characteristics of the earlier writer or period, and then show specifically how the material you are discussing is related to these characteristics. If you remember and can quote some relevant terms, phrases, or lines from the works, your reader will feel that you really know the works themselves.

3. If you are asked to evaluate a critical quotation, read it carefully, and in your answer take account of all the quotation. If, for example, the quoted critic has said, “Louise Erdrich in her fiction always . . . but in her poetry rarely . . .” you will have to write about poetry and fiction; it will not be enough to talk only about one form or the other, unless, of course, the instructions on the examination ask you to take only as much of the quotation as you wish. Watch especially for words like always, for the most part, never; that is, although the passage may on the whole approach the truth, you may feel that some important qualifications are needed. This is not being picky; true thinking involves making subtle distinctions, yielding assent only so far and no further. And (again) be sure to give concrete details, supporting your argument with evidence.

4. Curiously, a wild question, such as “What would Shakespeare think of Death of a Salesman?” or “What would Desdemona do in Antigone’s place?” usually produces rather tame answers: A couple of standard ideas about Shakespeare (for instance, Shakespeare chiefly wrote poetry, and he usually included some comedy in his tragedies) are mechanically applied to Arthur Miller, or a simple characterization of Desdemona is applied to the situation set forth in Antigone, and some gross incompatibilities are revealed. But as the previous paragraph suggests, it may be necessary to do more than set up bold oppositions. The interest in such a question and in the answer to it may be largely in the degree to which superficially different figures resemble each other in some important ways. Remember that the wildness of the question does not mean that all answers are equally acceptable; as usual, any good answer will be supported by concrete detail. If time permits, you can often enrich your answer by reflecting a bit on the other way of looking at the issue. First, to be sure, explain how Desdemona would have acted in Antigone’s place—this is what the question asks for. But consider too how you could strengthen this answer by taking note as well of how Antigone might have acted in Desdemona’s place.

5. On comparisons, see pages 46–47. Because comparisons are especially difficult to write, be sure to take a few moments to jot down a sort of outline so that you know where you will be going. In a comparison of Browning’s and Eliot’s monologues, you might treat one poem by each, devoting alternate paragraphs to one author, or you might first treat one author’s poem and then turn to the other’s. But if you adopt this second strategy, your essay may break into two parts. You can guard against this weakness in three ways: Announcing at the outset that you will treat one author first, then the other; reminding your reader during your treatment of the first author that you will pick up certain points when you get to the second author; and briefly reminding your reader during the treatment of the second author of certain points you already made in your treatment of the first. Remember to make your points as clear and specific as you can. If you say that two authors are both “pessimistic about whether love can endure,” you’ll want to explain the nature of this pessimism, the reasons in each case for this view, and the precise similarities and the differences. A frequent weakness in “comparisons” is that they are too general, lacking the details that indicate subtle differences. When you review your answer, ask yourself if you have been sufficiently precise. 
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