STRATEGIES FOR WRITING TIMED ESSAY EXAMS

In general, it is best to try to follow the writing process as much as possible, even though you'll have a limited amount of time. It is generally easier and you'll be more successful if you break the process of writing the essay down into the following stages: planning, drafting, revising, editing.

PLANNING

· Read the questions carefully and take some time to decide which question to answer. Look for key directional words that will help you decide how to approach the topic and may even suggest a way to organize your essay. Some examples of key directional words:

Analyze, evaluate, examine, explain

Bring facts out into the open, determine why events occurred as they did or why

you feel as you do about an issue, discuss causes and effects, justify your opinions or interpretations.
Argue, defend, support, justify

Give reasons for or against a belief or point of view. Take a position and defend it by giving logical coherent reasons.

Describe

Depict or portray; recreate using carefully selected details so the reader can understand.

Discuss

Talk about a subject from more than one perspective, point out several aspects, investigate or contemplate several important points.

State

Briefly express an idea.
Relate

To tell a story or narrate; similar to describing with carefully selected details to avoid rambling.

· Generate ideas and get something down on paper. Use brainstorming, clustering, or whatever discovery technique you prefer to discover ideas you can write about. Then shape or organize those ideas into a scratch outline. It is a good idea at this point to have a clearly stated thesis and ideas for main support topics, topics that can be divided into separate support paragraphs.

DRAFTING

· Write your essay paying attention to your outline.

Usually it is best to state your thesis in your introduction and to make sure each support paragraph has a clear topic sentence that relates to your thesis. If you think of something clever quickly, start with a "hook" or attention-getter at the beginning of your introductory paragraph. However, do not waste time trying to think of something catchy or clever; a summary will do. Instead, devote your time to developing your ideas. You may want to leave some space at the beginning of the essay and just begin with your thesis and go back after you've finished your draft to write a brief introduction. Make sure that you don't stray from your topic sentence in your support paragraphs and that you include a variety of support statements in your paragraphs. Be sure to give specific examples to illustrate a point and explanations (reasons why) so the reader will understand your point of view. And don't forget to write a concluding paragraph. If you are running out of time, just write a one or two sentence summary to give the essay a sense of completeness.

· Try to write only one draft to avoid making copying errors.

In general, it's best to write your essay on every-other-line, on one side of the paper only, leaving at least one-inch margins. This will allow you to make significant changes in your essay without copying over. You can make additions and changes on the blank lines in between. Also, one neat line for cross outs is sufficient (total obliteration is not necessary!). Remember that copying in a hurry often causes writers to make more mistakes than they normally would. If you are copying your essay over and you do not finish, tell the reader to "go to rough draft" and put an asterisk (*) on the rough draft where you want the reader to continue reading.

REVISING

· Read through your essay, making sure that it is clear and understandable. Remember, you can add, delete, or change words and sentences neatly on your draft without making it necessary to copy over. Look especially for the following:

· A clearly stated thesis
· Topic sentences that relate to the thesis
· Effective transitions between paragraphs and within paragraphs
· Adequate development -- can you add any explanations or examples? Can you mention causes or effects? Can you cite a useful statistic or quote?
· Beginning and ending -- Can you think of an interesting way to get the reader's attention and introduce your thesis in your introduction? Have you written a conclusion that at least summarizes your main points?
· Clear, understandable sentences
EDITING

· Read through your essay a second time, this time looking only for errors in grammar and mechanics.

· Look specifically for your most frequent errors.
· Look for errors in faulty pronoun reference and agreement, omitted apostrophes, use of YOU and YOUR, homonyms (wrong spelling of a word that sounds like another word).
· Look for spelling errors and look up words you aren't sure of.
· Make sure you have punctuated properly.
· Look for fragments. Remember, examples must always be expressed in complete sentence form.
SUGGESTED TIME PLAN FOR A TWO HOUR ESSAY EXAM

15 - 20 minutes
PLANNING -- Brainstorm to Outline.

· get ideas down on paper

· identify your thesis and main support ideas

· put your ideas in some order

· think of examples and other facts to develop support ideas

60 - 80 minutes
DRAFTING - Write your first draft.

· write on every other line (which will make later editing and proofreading easier)

· try to follow the order of your outline

· be sure to explain points and use examples

· make sure support paragraphs have topic sentences

· make sure each paragraph is clearly indented

15 - 20 minutes
REVISING - Read for understanding.

· make sure your thesis is clear

· make sure you have topic sentences that relate to your thesis

· make sure you have effective transitions between paragraphs and within paragraphs

· make sure you have adequate support in your paragraphs

· make sure you have an introductory and a concluding paragraph.

10 - 15 minutes
EDITING - Proofread for errors in grammar and mechanics.

· look for and correct your most frequent errors

· look for errors in pronoun reference and agreement, use of YOU and YOUR

· look for spelling errors

· look for punctuation errors

· look for fragments

If you have time and wish to copy your essay over, do so slowly and carefully

· don't rush and make foolish copying errors

· avoid making major changes at this point
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English A Proficiency Exam Scoring Guide

4 Essay reflects an exceptional performance of the writing task. It is insightful, clearly written, and developed with well-chosen examples and careful reasoning.

· Responds exceptionally to the essay prompt, with a strong voice and a clear sense of audience.
· Demonstrates knowledge of essay structure with a carefully written introduction; clear, even sophisticated, thesis; body paragraphs that support the thesis; and a conclusion that summarizes or otherwise brings essay to a satisfactory close. Overall, development is logical and coherent with effective transitions.
· Demonstrates knowledge of paragraph structure. Introduction and conclusion use appropriate rhetorical strategy. Body or support paragraphs have topic sentences and/or clear, single focus. Paragraphs are well-developed with concrete details, compelling examples, analysis, and anecdotes. Paragraphs are coherent with effective transitions.
· Demonstrates mastery at the sentence level. Sentence structures are varied, even sophisticated; word choice is apt; and there are few grammatical, mechanical, or punctuation errors.
3 Essay reflects a good performance of the writing task. Development is sufficient and reasoning is acceptable.

· Responds adequately to the essay prompt and demonstrates the writer’s understanding of audience and purpose.
· Demonstrates knowledge of essay structure with a clearly stated thesis, an introduction, support paragraphs, and a conclusion, although it may be more formulaic and less sophisticated than a 4 paper. May lack effective transitions words and phrases, but ideas proceed logically from one another.
· Demonstrates understanding of paragraph structure, although introduction and conclusion may be perfunctory, and body/support paragraphs may not be as well-developed or as coherent as the 4 essay.
· Demonstrates control at the sentence level with varied sentence structure and clear and appropriate
word choice. While the essay may have some grammar, mechanical, or punctuation errors, the errors are not excessive, nor do they interfere with understanding. Overall, language is appropriate to the academic essay

2 Essay approaches passing but is unsatisfactory in one or more of the following ways:
· Does not respond appropriately to the essay prompt, either by not choosing a subject that really fits the prompt or not sticking to the prompt topic. May lack audience awareness.
· Overall essay structure is vague or unclear. Thesis may be too vague or broad to control the direction of the essay. Support paragraphs may not clearly support the thesis.
· Paragraphs may be weak in several ways. Introduction may be weak or extremely brief, and essay may end abruptly with no sense of closure. Support paragraphs may lack unity and coherence, having no clear topic sentence or main idea. Development in these paragraphs may be inadequate, having few concrete details, examples, or explanations and little analysis, or may consist of vague generalizations or narrative.
· Essay may lack sentence variety, and many sentences may be awkwardly worded or show poor or incorrect word choice. Grammatical, mechanical, and punctuation errors are noticeable and may impede understanding. Language may be elementary and may include slang or colloquialisms.
1 Essay is clearly inadequate and shows serious weaknesses, usually of several kinds.

· Response to the prompt is inappropriately brief, incoherent, or off-topic.
· Usually lacks a thesis or focus for the essay and doesn’t demonstrate understanding of overall essay structure. May consist of one or two paragraphs or a series of paragraphs with little or no relationship to one another.
· Paragraphs lack focus, development, and/or coherence.
· Sentence structure may be monotonous or fragmented. Word choice may be simplistic or inaccurate, and many repeated errors in grammar, mechanics, and punctuation impede understanding.
THIS IS A SAMPLE OF THE TYPE OF PROMPT YOU WILL GET FOR THE ENGLISH A FINAL EXAM

ENGLISH A PRACTICE FINAL

Choose one of the following topics for your essay.

Background: Many people believe that the idea of community service is in danger of dying in our society, and in order to preserve and promote this idea, young people should be taught about the value of community service by the schools. To achieve this, some high schools now require that students complete so many hours of community service before they are allowed to graduate. Opponents of this argue that students already have too many graduation requirements and that teaching the value of community service is more properly the work of parents and churches.

The Topic to Write on: Write an essay in which you take a position and either attack or defend the idea that high school students should be required to do community service in order to graduate. Be sure to support your position with examples, illustrations, and reasoning.

OR

Background: While cheating is forbidden and a reason for expulsion in colleges and universities throughout the United States, some students still cheat. Whether it be plagiarizing, referring to “cheat sheets” during a test (a paper or card with answers on it), or copying someone else’s homework or answers on a test, some students will resort to dishonest practices in order to pass a class. Many studies reveal that cheating has become more widespread and, unfortunately, more accepted. In fact, a study in 1996 by the American Psychological Association revealed that 50% of college undergraduates admitted having cheated at least once. The question is what, if anything, should be done about the problem? Some schools have adopted a “get tough” policy, with student review boards, required ethics classes for those caught cheating, or simply automatic dismissal from school. Other schools, and in some cases teachers, seem to be paying little or no attention to this problem; some people even feel that “cheaters only cheat themselves.” But do they?

The Topic to Write On: Write an essay in which you explain whether you feel that cheating either is or is not a serious problem in school and what, if anything, you think should be done about it. Feel free to draw on your own experience as a student and the experiences of people you know. Think about using specific details, examples, and explanations, and analysis as needed to develop your essay.

