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General Examination Strategy

Remember that examination strategy is a personal thing – these are things that I have found useful, and which may be of use to you. If you have a different approach, then do it your way.

· The most important thing to remember before the examination is to prepare sufficient texts (and contingencies) to enable you to answer the requisite amount of questions. Not completing all the requisite sections will adversely affect your final module mark. Remember that you must not significantly repeat work already covered in the module essays. This may mean choosing a different theme of a text to write about, or even choosing another text entirely.

· Examination preparation should consist of re-reading (at least by skim-reading) the entire texts you have chosen again, and highlighting any passages which you think are significant. These form your core quotations for essays on that text. Only two or three short quotations are required, and do not attempt to use all of them just because you know them – if they do not fit with the question, do not use them.

· Further preparation could consist of finding critics who you feel say interesting things about the text. Use of critics significantly improves the mood of the examiner towards your work, although again with the proviso that if the quotation does not fit the question, do not use it. Also, do not worry if you cannot directly cite the critic –paraphrasing will do, in order to demonstrate that you have read and understood the criticism.

· Remember that reading too much can be as bad as reading too little. This does not mean that you should do the minimum amount of research, but that your research should augment your knowledge. Most of the texts on the courses have volumes written about them, and you cannot expect to read all that has been written. Get to know the debates around the text and the names of the major players in those debates. Showing knowledge of critical context, even without direct quotations, will vastly improve the quality of your response. And if you cannot find the debates, do not worry. They add to your response, not determine it: nothing substitutes for close knowledge of the primary texts.

· One suggestion is to plan possible questions (or use past papers from the UWA website), and attempt to answer them, at least in patchwork form. This will make you feel more confident about your knowledge of the text, and enable you to work on structuring answers quickly and efficiently. Having ‘arguments’ with fellow English students also helps you think on your feet. A small group can cover most of the main points of a text in one sit-down discussion, just like a mini-seminar.

· When in the examination, take the time to read through the entire paper and decide which are the best questions to answer. If you answer a question on your favourite text, without looking at the others, you automatically preclude the option of doing that text in the comparative section (which may be an ‘easier’ question). Also, make sure you read the questions fully, especially in a comparative section.  Make sure that your chosen texts fit in with the question, and that, if they are tenuous, that you are able to justify why you are using those texts.

· Furthermore, work out how much time you have for each response. If you are getting to the end of your allotted time for your essay it may be worth leaving a space and completing the other question/s. This means that you have at least completed all the requisite sections of the examination.

· Think through your answer by deciding where the question can possibly lead (brainstorm), and to where you would like to lead it (plan). This enables you to sort out your answer in advance, and whilst marks are not given for plans, it saves you having to worry about where to go in your essay. This enables the essay to be more tightly written. Obviously, however, do not draw a plan and leave no time for the questions. Just briefly outline your response in note form so that you know what you should include.

· Introduce and conclude your argument. It may be an examination, but without an introduction or conclusion, your are not writing an essay. Your plan will help here, because it enables you to write your introduction (what you will argue), then your essay, and then conclude (what you have argued and why). Remember, however, that the best argument in the world will not get high marks if it is vague – use the text to justify your argument.

· When writing your answer remember that textual knowledge is the most important element to demonstrate. Although argument, structure, and critical knowledge are also important, it does not matter how well you argue if the examiner is not convinced that you know the text. The best answers are those which answer the question whilst demonstrating the four elements in bold above.

· Respond to the question. Do not try and write everything you know about a text, but instead relate what you know to the question being asked. In other words, argue that what you know is relevant to the question being asked. Do not be too blatant, however, and attempt to argue things that do not make sense in relation to the question.

· Every paragraph should in some way refer back to the question, or develop your answer more fully. Paragraphs that do not do this are a waste of your and your examiners’ time. Remember to write your answer LEGIBLY.
· Essay length varies with the individual. You are not attempting to write a thesis on the subject and so must only answer the question. Whether your response takes three, five, or eight sides of the paper (or more or less), the important thing is to answer the question. If three sides is sufficient then your response should be three sides (although if it is too short the examiner will feel there is a lack of sufficient detail), if it requires eight then take eight. Remember, however, that you only have a certain amount of time for each section.

· Before finishing the paper, you should have sufficient time to go back over what you have written and correct any mistakes you find. Although you may alter what you have written, do not significantly overwrite your answer, as too many marks on the page will confuse the examiner and lower the quality of your response. However, a proof-read will benefit your work. Use this time wisely: do not just leave.
· Most importantly, do not panic: examinations are important and worth worrying about, but not enough to send you crashing down into a nervous breakdown. The more you worry, the less you actually work because you are so busy worrying. Find a happy medium between work and worrying and stick to it. This also applies in the examination, because if you panic the quality of your work will suffer. Stay calm and do the best you can – that is all that can be expected.

· Do not cheat. This will have severe repercussions, including the failure to complete your degree course.

