J. Roth

Study Skills 94

ESSAY TEST TIPS

The two great study skills questions:

1.  Will the test be over the lectures, the textbook assignments or both?

2.  Will the test be objective or essay?

Preparing for an essay test differs a bit from preparing for an objective test. 
As you know, if the test will be objective, well before the test, we will flashcard The Big Six from either the lectures, the textbook assignments or both and overlearn the information.
However, if we face an essay test, or preparation changes:

A few days before an essay test, anticipate likely questions you will face on the real test and write each question on a separate sheet of paper.  Collect these questions from review and discussion questions in the book and/or general topics covered in the lectures. (Try to come up with a total of five to six likely questions.)  
Next for each question, write down a list of points you would be sure to include in the answer, were you to see that question on the test.

Then use your memory training skills to create and learn catchwords and catchphrases that represent these lists of points.
For example, let’s assume we are taking a course in French history, and our instructor has spent several days discussing Napoleon and his defeat at the Battle of Waterloo.

A few days before the essay test, we anticipate we will be asked this question:

Give reasons why Napoleon lost the Battle of Waterloo.
We write this question at the top of a sheet of paper and then locate the reasons for Napoleon’s defeat in our lecture notes or text.  Let’s say we found four reasons.
We would list these below the question and develop a catchword to memorize them.

Give reasons why Napoleon lost the Battle of Waterloo.
· The food became rotten and unfit to eat
· His scouts reported far fewer numbers of enemy soldiers than there really were

· Raining weather created mud so he could not get his artillery up the hill.

· His soldiers ran out of ammunition 

The keywords we might use to remember these four reasons could be food, scouts, weather, and ammunition.
We would take the first letter of each keyword—F-S-W-A and create a catchword such as SWAF as a label.  We would then practice by writing down SWAF and next to the “S,” jot down the scouting mistake, next to the “W,” note the problem with the weather, next to the “A,” the problem with the ammunition, and next to the “F,” describe the food.

We would repeat this practice over and over with breaks in between until we were sick of it, and then we would do it even more.

Most of the advice in The Eight Steps for Taking Objective Tests applies to taking essay tests as well, but a few exceptions exist.

First, when taking an essay test, manage your time from the beginning.  After you have taken a “test tour” and/or spilled out your catchwords and catchphrases on the test, do this:

Calculate the point values of the essay questions.  

If all questions have the same value, each question will get the same amount of time.  For example, if you are facing 5 essay questions, each worth 10 points, and you have approximately 50 minutes to complete the test, you will devote 10 minutes to each question.  

Before answering a question, note the clock time when you will need to be done with the question and move on.

Then as in The Eight Steps for Taking Objective Tests, begin with the easiest question and work your way through the test, paying attention to the time.

If questions have different values, a bit more calculation is needed.  Determine the percentage of time a question deserves.  
For example, if you are facing a 5-question essay test where questions one and two are worth 5 points, questions three and four are worth 10 points, and question five is worth 25 points, you will divide your time this way:  the 25-point question will get 25 minutes if needed, each 10-point question will get 10 minutes, and the 5-point questions will get 5 minutes each.

In addition, if the essay questions are of varying values, answer the questions worth the most points first, and work back in descending order of value.  For the example above, I would answer question five first (the 25 point one), then answer questions three and four (the 10-point questions, and finish with the two 5-point questions (questions one and two).

Since your mind and your writing are the freshest at the beginning of the test, you will devote these to the most valuable questions.  And, if you do run out of time, it will be on a relatively inexpensive question rather than on the one that can make or break your grade.
