How to Avoid Problems and Improve your Grade on Essay Exams (1/14/2016)
In general, professors expect to read essays that contain the details, comprehensive explanations and analysis using the available course materials. They evaluate your essays to determine if you understand the basic knowledge presented in the course work, and if you can express it clearly (i.e. complete sentences, appropriate paragraph breaks, & all terms and concepts defined, etc.), so that it can be understood by someone who does not have that knowledge. The biggest problem for most students is not a lack of knowledge, but a lack of experience in expressing their knowledge of the subject clearly in essay exams. The following are some tips for success and some problems to avoid. I use these to help evaluate essay exams by referring to the issue by the numbers below: 

1. A well written, well organized essay should focus on describing and explaining the essential components of the question, and should contain as many statements of fact as possible to be certain that all major points are expressed.  A statement of fact that an event occurred or that a process occurred (i.e. an action, a transformation, a series of changes, etc.), is not a complete response if it lacks a complete definition, and a detailed description of those events, processes or social actions. These should be expressed in a logical sequence (no bullet points) that gives the reader a meaningful understanding about those events and processes. Given the amount of information necessary to create a complete response, it will require approximately four (4) (sometimes more) typed double-spaced pages per question on a take-home exam. This is an expectation of most, if not all, professors.
2. Well written paragraphs often begin with one or two statements of fact as a topic sentence that tells the reader what will be discussed in that paragraph.  For example: “The Spanish colonists introduced new agricultural techniques that had a major impact on Pueblo society.”  The paragraph that follows should contain a definition of any concepts mentioned; include complete (through) detailed descriptions and explanations of the social facts implied by the topic sentence (i.e. details of all the new agricultural techniques). It should all fit together to tell a story (essay) of a larger event in society. Statements of fact in a topic sentence should be accurate, but they are not, in themselves, considered complete answers. Without detailed explanations they are incomplete, unsupported, inaccurate and therefore, incorrect responses.  
3. Be careful that you do not over-simplify or over-generalize a statement of fact.  Over-simplified statements of fact often become final statements in your essay (Example: “Spanish colonists caused major changes among the Pueblos.”). Over-simplified statements of fact without definitions and detailed explanations of events to support those statements simply compound the errors of inaccuracy or incorrectness. To avoid this problem, always define your terms and show how a statement of fact fits together (links) with other statements of fact, or you risk writing paragraphs that contain a series of disconnected, confusing ideas.  
4. Provide specific examples when appropriate to clarify and strengthen your essay.  However, be careful never to define ideas or concepts with an example. Use examples only after you have fully explained the concept or idea, and never use an example in place of a statement of social fact. A common error is to define something by describing (an example) how it is used or how it influences things. This is often assumed incorrectly to be a definition. For instance, the following statement is true, “Acequias provide water to crops and help shape community identity,” but it fails to define what an “acequia” is. A clue to detect this error is if the verb following the term is an action verb (“provide” or “creates”) it is likely to be an example.  If it is followed by a being verb (i.e. “is” or “are”) it is likely to be a definition.
5. Avoid using analogies to explain your ideas.  It is always better to explain what you mean directly than to try to explain something by comparing it point-by-point with something else.  Definitions that contain hidden analogous statements, such as “modernity is when …” or “racism is where …” should never be used to explain or define something. Real analogies are effective when you have a good understanding of a complex idea that you need to translate into a simpler concept for a reader to comprehend. If you are not a content expert, analogies and metaphors (using a figure of speech to compare how things may be similar – often associated with the phrase “… is like…”) can work against you in an essay exam by wasting your time and causing more errors. 
6. Be careful how you demonstrate your “creative thinking” in answering an essay question.  Thinking creatively means demonstrating how well you can take the established facts and with just the right amount, and the right kind of detail, tell the story (essay) accurately but in an interesting new way, or show how something works (functions) in a social setting or society from a different perspective. If you use ideas from other scholars, always reference your sources.
7. Never interject your own personal interpretation about social facts into your essay.  (Example: “Spanish colonial dominance gave the Pueblos an inferiority complex.”). That is not being creative; it is fabricating or embellishing an idea based on personal often incorrect assumptions. Unless you can backup your interpretation of social facts with referenced scholarship and analysis, do not make projections or personal assumptions about those social facts. Until you can claim some expertise on the subject, you must state only the social facts upon which most scholars would agree.

8. Be careful to evaluate the relevance and appropriateness of any additional material you incorporate into your essay from other sources.  Additional material may be accurate and informative, but it may be irrelevant or inappropriate within the scope or historical context of the question, thus diminishing your grade. Any information not covered in course material and included in an exam must be referenced and cited properly (i.e. author, date, title, publisher, etc. See handout on WebCT on citations & references). Future lecture material not yet covered in class also should be referenced. Unreferenced material is considered plagiarism. The consequences of plagiarizing could cause you to fail the exam, or worse.
Additional points to consider for improving upon your essays and papers:

*   Always assume you are writing an essay for a reader (instructor) who presumably knows nothing about the subject. 
*   Do not use bullet points or outlines as part of the answer in an essay.

*   Be very careful to use appropriate paragraph brakes to separate your ideas. Without them, readers lose track of your thoughts and ideas and points could be missed that would lower your grade. 

*  To avoid lack of clarity and other errors explained above, it would help if you have someone who is not familiar with the material to read your essay to point out to you what needs further description, definition or explanation.

