
TAKING AN ESSAY EXAM
Essay exams assess your ability to organize, explain, analyze, and apply what you've learned,
not just memorize facts. Strong performance comes from thoughtful preparation, clear
organization, and effective time management.

Read each question carefully before you begin. Pay attention to key words such as compare,
analyze, explain, evaluate, justify, or describe, as they tell you what your instructor expects.
Underline important terms and make sure you answer every part of the prompt.

If you have multiple essay questions, quickly review them all and decide how much time to
spend on each based on the point value.

Before You Start Writing

Spend a few minutes creating a brief outline before you begin writing. Identify your main
argument or thesis, list two or three key points you want to include, and think of examples or
evidence that support each point. A short plan will help you stay organized and avoid leaving
out important ideas.

Plan Before You Write

Begin with a direct answer to the question, then organize your response into logical
paragraphs. Support your ideas with specific examples, evidence, or course concepts whenever
possible. Focus on answering the prompt rather than writing everything you know about the
topic.

Write a Clear Response

Keep an eye on the clock throughout the exam. If you're spending too much time on one
question, move on and return later if time allows. Leave a few minutes at the end to review your
work for clarity, completeness, and any obvious errors.

Manage Your Time

Take a final look at your response and ask yourself:
Did I answer every part of the question?
Is my response organized and easy to follow?
Did I support my ideas with examples or evidence?
Is there anything I should clarify before submitting?

Before You Submit


