
Learning Assistance Center 
University of Hawaii, Manoa 

 
ESSAY EXAMS 

 
 In the essay exam, the student is given a relatively small number of 
questions to answer.  One is asked to discuss, criticize, compare, evaluation, 
etc., certain topics or ideas.  To do this, one must figuratively, “reach back into 
his memory”, pick out the relevant facts and ideas, relate these facts to each 
other, and organize them into a meaningful whole. 
 
STUDY SUGGESTIONS 
 
1. Make a list of key topics covered in the class and in the notebook. 
 
2. Be able to distinguish between main ideas and subordinate ideas  and to 

recognize their relationships. 
 
3. Arrange the information in some systemic way by anticipating questions, 

outlining, making summary sheets, etc. 
 
4. Practice writing answers to questions, be specific and concise. 
 
5. Learn definitions to “technical” vocabulary and concepts and incorporate them 

into your answers. 
 
6. Understanding key terms which tell you explicitly how to answer the questions 

(refer to handout). 
 
EXAM STRATEGY 
 
1. Each question usually has to be read twice.  During your first reading, 

underline the key terms (compare and contrast, list, evaluate, etc.) and 
important information in the question(s) to make sure you know what is being 
asked of you and what information is necessary to incorporate into your 
answer. 

 
2. If the question is complex and has more than one part to it, put a slash after 

each part and answer each section at a time. 
 
3. Before organizing you thoughts into an outline, jot down the key information 

that comes to your mind that you might forget.  
 
4. Outline each question or crate a key word diagram/visual structure as you 

proceed from one to another, so as to organize your thoughts and to continue 
that flow of though when you begin to write.  If the questions are closely 



related, outline each question fist to avoid needless repetitions and also for 
partial credit if time runs out.  

 
5. Think before you write.  Not only what you say but how you say it is important.  
 
6. The essay should consist of three major parts: introduction, body, and 

conclusion. 
 

1) Introduction- In the opening paragraph, write a direct answer to the 
question in one or two sentences.  You may partially repeat the question 
by using it as a stem to your answer and include the main points to be 
elaborated upon in the body of your essay. 

 
2) Body- Begin a new paragraph for each point using a clear and well-

constructed sentence for each idea.  Then expand the answer with 
subpoints, supporting them with examples, dates and facts.  Follow a 
logical order, making sure each argument or idea is related to the main 
thesis.  Use transitional words and phrases for smooth flow of thoughts 
between and within paragraphs. 

 
3) Conclusion- End with a summarizing sentence or paragraph that ties 

your essay together by repeating once again the main points covered.  
You may not need a conclusion if you essay is short (1 1/2 pages or less). 

 
7. Write something for each question you are asked to answer even if you are 

not certain that when you’re saying is correct.  Qualify answers in doubt. 
 
8. Define abstract terms and use technical vocabulary when appropriate.  Never 

assume that the reader is utilizing the same definition for a word as you are. 
 
9. Proofread your answer.  Check for mechanical errors, legibility of writing, 

logical development of ideas and whether or not you have explicitly answered 
all of the required questions. 

 
STEPS IN PRODUCTIVE THINKING 
 
1. Observing, using sensory, logical and/or affective categories. 
2. Identifying similarities and differences. 
3. Categorizing or organizing. 
4. Analyzing. 
5. Integrating and/or synthesizing. 
6. Evaluating. 
7. Problem solving- often uses all of the above. 
8. Creative thinking- may be involved in all of the above. 


