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	Organising and Writing an Essay Examination
	


An essay is not just a set of facts; it consists of an introductory section (a central idea, or thesis), a middle section (evidence to support your central idea and explanation of how the evidence is relevant), and a concluding section (summarising how your evidence and arguments have proven or supported your central idea). Writing an effective essay requires both knowledge of the subject matter and the ability to organise that knowledge into a coherent set of arguments.

Organising an essay for an examination is difficult because it must be done quickly and without an opportunity to go home and think leisurely about the question. Some people can do this sort of organisation in their heads, but most find that jotting down a quick outline at the start of the exam is the easiest way to create a structure and direction for their essay (and sticking to it). 

The importance of organisation: Some people think that the essay section of an examination is a good place to throw in a bunch of things that they studied. Filling your essay with extra information, however correct and insightful it may be, is not an effective way to argue in support of your central idea. It is an effective way to lose points for lack of organisation.

How to organise effectively: Examination essays must be brief because of time constraints. You are given only so much time to complete your entire examination. As a result, an examination essay must present your ideas quickly and effectively without any wasted time or wasted words. Perhaps surprisingly, the best way to use your time effectively is not to begin writing immediately, but to take a few minutes before you start writing to figure out which questions you are going to answer (if given a choice), what you are going to say and how you are going to say it.

What to do first: Once you've decided which question to answer, decide what your answer will be. If the question asks you to take sides in a debate, pick your side. If it asks you to interpret a concept from a particular perspective, decide what your interpretation will be. Before you start writing, decide on a definite and clear central idea. Once you have decided what your central idea will be, look at the question again and make sure your central idea answers the question asked. Your essay might be brilliantly written and argued, but if it doesn't answer the question, it won't receive any points.

Supporting your central idea: No matter how insightful your central idea is, and no matter how brilliantly it answers the essay question, it's never going to wow your instructors unless it is well supported. When you take up one side of an argument, or assert an interpretation of a text, you need to back up that argument with precise examples. Before you start writing your essay, think of specific examples from the readings, lectures, case study presentations and class discussions that back up your argument. How many examples do you need? Usually at least three. Depending on the question, and depending on your answer, you may need more than three examples to support your central idea, but think of three as the minimum number of specific examples you have to give in order to make a good argument. Now, your grade will also depend on the quality—and not just the quantity—of these examples. If you choose examples that are irrelevant to the topic being discussed or examples that don't directly support your central idea, it won't matter if you have thirty of them. Before you start to write your essay, make sure you have at least three specific and relevant examples to support your central idea. 

Writing your essay: You have a central idea, you have at least three concrete examples from the course materials (not personal experiences!) to support that idea—now what do you do with them? Since you only have a short amount of time to write your essay, keep it clear and to the point. Introduce your central idea in the very first sentence. Then jump right in and give your supporting evidence for that central idea. Just make sure you tie each example back to the central idea with a short explanation. Your essay should be structured something like this:

· 1st Sentence: State your central idea in a way that answers the original question. 

· 2nd Sentence: Give your first example in support of that central idea. 

· 3rd Sentence: Explain how your first example supports the central idea. 

· 4th Sentence: Give your second example in support of the central idea. 

· 5th Sentence: Explain how your second example supports the central idea. 

· 6th Sentence: Give your third example in support of that central idea. 

· 7th Sentence: Explain how your third example supports the central idea. 

· (If you feel you need to use more examples, keep following this pattern for each piece of evidence you provide in support of the central idea.) 

· Last Sentence: Briefly summarise your argument in support of the central idea and make any final conclusions about your argument, if necessary. 

If you stick to a coherent structure like this one and don't break off on other lines of thought, you will find that your points for organisation will go up. A clear organisational structure is truly the key that opens the door to great essay writing. The sentence-by-sentence guide above is obviously simplistic, and it is not the only way to write an effective essay (for example, it may take you more than one sentence to present your central idea at the beginning of the essay, and some essays come to a natural end without requiring a final summary sentence), but if you follow another model, you should have a good reason for doing so.
Time management:  If you are, say, writing two essays in a 90-minute period, make every effort to balance your time accordingly.  Don’t spend 10 minutes planning, 60 minutes on one essay and only 20 minutes on the second.  Give each essay due care and attention.  An unfinished essay shows the marker that you were not sufficiently organised.  Taking the time to write an excuse at the end of the unfinished essay is, in itself, a waste of time.  You evidently didn’t have much to say in the first place!  Never apologise to the marker for what you think was poor performance on your part or complain that you didn’t have enough time.  Other students seem to manage.  

Common errors in examination essays

Give specific examples from your subject area texts and other sources to support your statements, but don't just describe an idea or tell a story. Your answer will often need to be supported by specific references to one or more cases, but since you can assume that we will have read the course text and cases, you shouldn't waste time simply summarising the information. Give specific supporting evidence from the texts or class lecturers, but don't “describe” any more than you need in order to support your argument.  Don’t just tell a story, make connections.

Don't just assert your opinion; argue it. Personal opinions may or may not have a place in your essay. If you feel they do have a place (for example, if the question asks you to take one side in an argument or give an interpretation), what is important is not your specific opinion, but the way you support it with specific examples and arguments. Personal opinions (e.g., "I think Lewin’s opinion is ridiculous [or brilliant]") or global assertions (e.g., "Lewin's opinion is obviously ridiculous [or brilliant]") are not evidence or argument (although they may be used where relevant if you support them with evidence and argument). Avoid sweeping generalisations for two reasons: 1) they are the hardest type of statement to support and 2) it is difficult to show how a sweeping generalisation supports a particular central idea.

Don't just name your examples; explain them. Merely naming a theoretical framework, concept or model can receive only partial credit because it lacks an explanation. To receive full credit, describe how it could presented differently in a case study. This type of failure to explain how examples support your central idea is one of the most common weaknesses in examination essays.

Read all parts of the question carefully and be sure your essay responds to them. Our examination essay questions often contain several parts or explanations. These superficially complex questions are the friendliest and easiest type of essay question to answer because the details help you focus your essay. If we say "support your argument with examples from at least two case studies that involve issues of leadership," be sure you cite at least two case studies and be sure you’re talking about leadership. You may not have discussed Carly Fiorina in class specifically, but if it was supplied as a reading (on WebCT or an online group set up by the lecturer for the class), by all means use it.  If you can cite examples that are outside of the course materials that are relevant, you can use them; however, it is important to prove that you understand the course materials first and foremost.  And do not fall into the trap of telling a series of personal anecdotes from your personal work experiences.  Failure to respond correctly or adequately to the specific question is another common weakness in examination essays.

Write an essay, not a set of disconnected statements. An essay isn't a list of statements or bullet points; it's an organised argument consisting of a central idea, a set of supporting examples with explanations, and, where appropriate, a conclusion. Resist the impulse to write down scattershot facts as they occur to you. Instead, form a central idea and think about how you will support it.

Pay attention to vocabulary, grammar, and style. No one expects your writing to be perfect on an in-class essay, and occasional minor spelling errors and grammar errors will not be held against you. Writing an in-class essay requires you to juggle several ideas at once, and occasional mistakes or lapses of attention are understandable. However, if your essay shows pervasive or significant errors in vocabulary or grammar, we can't give you as many points as someone who writes more carefully, attentively, or gracefully. Similarly, pay attention to the style of your writing. Don't try to sound like an encyclopaedia, but do try to sound serious and thoughtful. If we can't understand your argument, we can't give you full credit. (We are not unreasonably fussy about handwriting, and we have a lot of experience reading handwritten exams, but if we honestly cannot read what you've written, we can't give you credit for it.)

How essay exam grades are determined

What lecturers generally look for when grading

Essay assignments at Birkbeck are graded on a scale of 0-100, with 70 being a distinction and anything below 35 a fail.  In your final examination you will be writing shorter essays, but they are marked the same way.  A “distinction” essay certainly doesn't have to be something that only a professor could write, but it does have to be spectacular postgraduate work.  Answering a question adequately and making no serious errors does not earn a distinction.  Refer to the Birkbeck FCE Student Handbook for a breakdown of grades in the “Criteria of Assessment”.

Overall quality of the answer

· Is the central idea of the essay clear, insightful, and correct (if applicable—some questions have no right or wrong answers, only strongly or weakly supported arguments)? 

· Does the essay, in general, display a sound understanding of the relevant subject matter and course material? 

Organisation of essay and quality of examples and explanations

· Is the essay written according to a clear system of organisation? 

· Are the examples used to support the central idea of the essay appropriate and effective? 

· Are the explanations of these examples clear and do they actually explain how the examples support the central idea? 

· Do those explanations display a sound understanding of course material? 

· If diagrams are used, are they supported within the essay?

Mechanics and style

· Is the language of the essay effective and at a level appropriate to a postgraduate essay? 

· Does the language of the essay reflect proper grammar, spelling, and punctuation? 

· Is the vocabulary (both general and subject-specific) used correctly in the essay? 
Personal problems during the examination

If you have a legitimate problem during the exam, raise your hand and talk quietly to the invigilator.  They cannot help you answer a question, but they will do their best to assist you if you are too hot, need a drink of water, if someone else in the room is causing a disturbance, if there is excessive noise from the street outside, or if you feel unwell.  You may need to take a breath of fresh air or a toilet break, and this is allowed.  However, you will not be given additional time for the exam if you do take a break.  Every care is taken to ensure the examination copies are correct; however, if you see what you think might be an error, bring it to the attention of the invigilator as soon as possible.  And if you think the invigilators are disturbing your concentration, let them know.  Their job is to be vigilant and to be there to assist you, not to chat to each other or read newspapers.   
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