Essay Test Strategies
1. Plan your time: (in this case, three questions, 40 minutes each; allow five minutes for planning, thirty minutes for writing, and five minutes for proofing).

2. Read all of the questions.

3. Before jotting down notes, write the first sentence for each of the questions on separate pieces of paper.  Turn the questions into thesis statements by using the same terms in declarative (not interrogative) sentences.  In an academic essay test, your first sentence should reverse the question into a statement using the exact language of the question.  For example, if the question is "What are the causes of the French Revolution?,"  you will want to reverse this question into your opening statement: "There were several causes of the French Revolution."  Furthermore, if possible, include a number and a qualifier in this statement: "There were primarily four major causes behind the French Revolution."  You can always leave the space blank and fill in the number once you have completed the answer.  An opening sentence such as this indicates to your professor not only that you comprehend the question and know the answer but also that you will be presenting an orderly and complete answer.

4. For the first sentence of the general essay question, use the language in the question or topic.  Often in this type of writing assignment, the test-giver will provide you with a philosophical or political position, a concept, or an aphorism, and ask you to respond (agree or disagree).  Your opening sentence should repeat the language of the topic to reflect your response.  For example, if the question asks you to agree or disagree with the statement that "greed is the root of evil," you might begin your essay with the statement:  "Although both conservatives and liberals try to identify greed as the root of social evils in the world, greed is actually just one symptom of a larger source of evil in America--the dominant philosophy of our country, pragmatism."  The first sentence of a completely different response might read: "Religious leaders of most creeds have identified human greed as the root of evil in Western Culture."

5. Begin a scratch sheet for each answer, just jotting down any dates, names, events, or specifics which occur to you immediately.

6. Answer the question first with which you are most comfortable.  Give your brain extra time to work on the more difficult question.

7. If you have not already done so, add to your answer a second sentence outlining the sub-groups--or general categories of evidence--you will be presenting in your paper.  For example, you might continue the answer on the French Revolution with a second sentence stating that "There were philosophical, political, economic, and social reasons which were responsible for the overthrow of the French Monarchy."  Now you have provided an outline for yourself which could also indicate paragraph units for a longer answer (very handy in pressured, timed writing), and a clear essay map for your reader.  Now you know what you have to prove and in what order.  If you haven't studied, you are out of luck.  If you have, you have a scaffold on which to hang all those facts and ideas you memorized (or, in the best of all possible worlds, learned).

8. In addition, using the brainstorming and clustering techniques I sent to you, try to identify historical, literary, social, political, or philosophical specifics which you can use to argue your thesis on the general topic.  You might, for example, continue your answer on greed with the sentence, "Jewish, Protestant, and Catholic dogma describe greed as a source of evil in the world."

9. Be certain to set up your paper using the format called for by the question.  The question may ask for a comparison, for an analysis, for a definition, or for an opinion.

10. Avoid first person ("I") unless the question specifically encourages a casual reply.  Use the more formal third person.  Avoid second person ("you").

11. When writing about a work of art or literature, be certain to provide the full name of the artist/writer and to work in the opening sentence or paragraph.  DO NOT USE ONLY THE AUTHOR’S FIRST NAME!

12. Do not make reference to the fact that you are answering an essay question.  Avoid such unsophisticated openings as "In answer to question 3 . . ."; "To my mind the answer to question 3 is . . ."; "The first thing that comes to mind is . . ."

13. Be very conscious of using transitions ("In addition," "First," "Second," "Third," "In contrast," "For example,") and of repeating key terms.
