Lesson Plan 6 
Exam Preparation
The Technique of Exam Writing

	
AIMS: 
· To make students of what is expected of them in the exam
· To give advice on how to revise.
· To inform students of the structure of the exam/test.
· To display to students how they can improve their performance/do well in exams, i.e. to illustrate the skill/technique of exam writing.





Lecture

Outline the components of the lecture – Objectives of the exam, How to Pass the Exam, Exam Structure, Mock exam questions – along with the overall aims of the lecture (as stated above). 


Objectives of the Exam

The exam covers material included in the course reader, the Vula site for this course, as well as material discussed in class .

Exams are designed to evaluate whether you:
· have done the readings
· have a clear understanding of the arguments presented in the readings
· can accurately restate those arguments in your own words
· can compare, contrast and evaluate the merits of these arguments in a  manner that is critical and original
· can formulate a coherent and original argument using your knowledge of the readings and lectures


In the exam, it is important to demonstrate that you can analyse and evaluate the subject matter; do not merely repeat information from readings and lectures. The essay exam is an exercise in thinking and expressing yourself, not in memorizing and parroting. In other words, do not just define the terms you use; demonstrate your ability to use (apply) these terms. To avoid losing credit/marks make sure to write legibly, so that the marker can clearly read your response. 

How to Pass the Exam 

To do well in exams you need two things:
- Knowledge 
- Good exam technique


Knowledge

There is no way around this, to do well in exams, you must know and remember the course material. 

Revision

The main purposes of revision are:

· To get a firm understanding of the topics/themes covered during the semester 
· To commit what you have learnt to memory
· To practice planning and writing answers to questions

The revision process must therefore be started well in advance. You need enough time to integrate ideas, consolidate information, to analyse these ideas, to reflect on them so as to gain a deeper understanding of how they are connected: when you cram, you do not allow yourself enough time to do this.



The Revision Process 

1. Identify key topics
What portions of the course have been given special emphasis? Go through your lecture notes (what terms/ideas/topics are mentioned throughout the course), the course reader (skim each week’s readings: read the introduction/conclusion and headings or the entire text) and the content discussed in tutorials to identify what the main topics are.

2. Note which topics you are more or less familiar with. 
This will let you know how much or little time you should spend reviewing each topic. Use your assignments (Your Grade & the Feedback from your tutor) as an indicator of which topics you have understood. Create a checklist of what you need to do. 

3. Make a Glossary of Key Terms/Concepts and Theories 
Having a solid understanding of these is essential, because they will most likely be mentioned in the exam question (If you do not fully understand the question: it’s very hard to correctly respond to it).


4. Study 
Combine your lecture notes and your reading notes for each section of the course: this will ensure that you fully comprehend each topic. Start studying either from the beginning of the course or where you feel weakest.  If you start from the beginning the order of the topics will build upon each other and help your understanding, but if you think you may run out of time it may be useful to start with what you are struggling with most. 

Dedicate one section in your notes for questions: write out any questions or confusing issues you find in your notes and the readings to ask your tutors.  (This does not mean you can email your tutor at 11pm the night before your exam – you must start preparing well in advance so that you know what you need help with early enough to meet with your tutor). 


5. Test Yourself 
Using either past test/exam questions or questions discussed in tutorials, work out model answers. This will help you to remember the material. 
· Think about the wording of the questions, the key words/terms and what approach is being asked for (action words). 
· What are the main schools of thought used to discuss or understand the topic? (being able to summarise these will add to your answer) 
· Remember that you must have an argument / position. 




Good Exam Technique

Essay –structure Exam: 

1. How many pages should my answer be?  First figure out how many questions you must answer and therefore how much time you have per question. (Students should know  the structure of the exam and therefore can figure this out before the exam). 
It is the quality of the argument, not the quantity of information that matters.
 Make sure that you have:
 i) Answered the question (it must be clear how the information is relevant to the topic)
 ii) Given a full view of the topic (include counter-arguments) 
iii)  Where possible support your argument with examples. 


2. What if I don’t understand the exam question? If you do not understand the question when you first read it, re-read &  breakdown the question  into different parts, then  identify:
i) The instruction words 
Examples of Instruction words (a full list can be found in the reading and writing guide on vula): 
Compare and contrast – to examine (two or more concepts, ideas, etc.) in order to note similarities and differences
Discuss – explore the area/topic through argument and reflection showing your insight and grasp of the subject matter; show the different sides of the topic. 
Argue (meaning to agree or disagree) - state your opinion based on your analysis of the evidence; consider other possible opinions or viewpoints, and defend your own position. 

ii)  The key concepts (This is why it is important to have made a glossary of terms/concepts during the revision stage)

Once you have done this you can then try to rephrase the question, so that it is clear to you throughout the exam what is expected of you. 


3. Will I get extra marks for making an outline? No.  However, creating an outline will allow you to think through how you will answer the question; it therefore helps you to construct a logical & well-structured argument. Take 5 -10 minutes to make a logical outline: introduction, body, conclusion (use the back of the exam booklet and clearly mark the page/s as “Outline/ Planning/ Draft”). Write down your main argument or thesis statement that answers the question, as well as all the points you will discuss to support this argument. An outline will also help you to make sure you have not forgotten to include anything and that you write in a logical order. 


4. Will I lose marks for grammar and spelling mistakes? Although examiners are more interested in the content of your answer, spelling and grammar mistakes can affect the meaning of the points you raise. It is therefore very important that you take a few minutes to review your response, do not worry if every sentence does not read perfectly, just make sure that you have answered the questions in a logical manner. Although you are writing at speed, pay attention to your handwriting; you will lose marks if the examiner cannot read what you have written. 


Multiple Choice Exam Tips:

1. Eliminate options you know are not correct.
1. Don’t skip around. This will waste valuable time when you have to go back to answer the questions that you missed.
1. If utterly stumped by a question, ask yourself if the answer you chose completely addresses the question asked. 
1. If you are stuck between two potential answers, try to vividly imagine which answer you think is correct. 


Exam Structure

Give the specifics: 
Essay format or Multiple choice. How long will the exam take. No. of questions to be answered. Provide the Date, Time and Venue of the exam. 

Remind students of the rules of exams:
Arrive at least 20 minutes before the exam begins, no mobile phones etc; the procedure of exams – e.g. they must bring their student cards/ID; how they sit; and give practical advice – bring layers of clothing and water (perhaps a snack too). It can also be useful to tell students that, if they have a good reason (e.g. illness; death in the family etc.; or if they fall ill in the exam itself), they are eligible to apply for a deferred exam, i.e. discourage students from writing the exam if they are not in a suitable condition. 

Emphasise: 
The Politics Department does not have supplementary exams – if students fail the exam, they must re-do the entire course the following year (or during summer/winter term if the course is offered). [The aim is not to scare students, but to encourage them to take exams seriously]. 



	Class exercise: Exam questions

i. Provide examination questions – be they from previous class tests or exams, or invented afresh for the exercise. 

ii. Illicit responses from the class.  Discuss the exam question in three ways:
a. What is the question really asking? (deconstruct & paraphrase the question)

b. How would/should you structure your response? (discuss the key points that should be in the outline)


c. Students should ask themselves: how can I put together a strong and convincing argument? What is my main argument/thesis statement? (given the points discussed in the outlining phase, give an example of a good thesis statement in response to the question)
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This lesson plan is licenced under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.5 South Africa License. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/za/ 

Or

Send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California 94105, USA.
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