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Use the following strategies to help you predict the types of questions you might be 
asked on an essay exam.

	1.	 Group topics into categories.  Review your textbook, class notes, and study 
sheets to devise categories. For example, if you find a chapter on kinship in 
your anthropology textbook and several entries in your class notes on this 
topic, a question on kinship is likely to appear on an essay exam for the course.

	2.	 Study your syllabus and objectives.  These documents contain important 
clues about what your instructor expects you to learn during the course.

	3.	 Study previous exams.  Notice which key ideas are emphasized in previous 
exams. If you had to explain the historical significance of the Boston Tea Party 
on your first American history exam, you can predict that future exams will ask 
you to explain the historical significance of other events.

	4.	 Listen to your instructor’s comments.  When your instructor announces or 
reviews material for an upcoming essay exam, pay close attention to the key 
topics he or she reveals or to the areas he or she suggests that you study.

	5.	 Draft possible essay questions.  Use Table 26.1 (p. 695) to draft possible essay 
questions using key verbs that hint at how you must answer effectively.

EXERCISE 26.2  �Predicting Essay Questions for a College Course

For an upcoming essay exam in one of your courses, predict and write at least three possible 
questions your instructor might ask about the course material.

Draft answers in outline form.  After you predict several possible essay exam ques-
tions, the next step is to write a brief, rough outline of the information that answers 
each question. Be sure each outline responds to the wording of the question; that is, it 
should explain, compare, describe, or do whatever else the question asks (see Table 26.1, 
p. 695). Writing a rough outline will strengthen your recall of the material. It will also 
save you time during the actual exam because you will have already spent some time 
thinking about, organizing, and writing about the material.

Here is a sample essay question and an informal outline written in response to it.

Essay Question

Explain how material passes in and out of cells by crossing plasma membranes.

Informal Outline
Types of Transport

	1.	 Passive — no use of cellular energy; random movement of molecules
	a.	 Diffusion — molecules move from areas of high to areas of low concentra-

tion (example: open bottle of perfume, aroma spreads)
	b.	 Facilitated diffusion — similar to simple diffusion; differs in that some kinds 

of molecules are moved more easily than others (helped by carrier proteins 
in cell membrane)

	c.	 Osmosis — diffusion of water across membranes from area of lower to area 
of higher solute concentration

Collaboration
(15 min.) Have students share 
their informal outlines in pairs, 
commenting on the usefulness 
and clarity of the outlines.
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	2.	 Active — requires cellular energy; usually movement against the concentration 
gradient
	a.	 Facilitated active transport — carrier molecules move ions across a 

membrane
	b.	 Endocytosis — material is surrounded by a plasma membrane and pinched 

off into a vacuole
	c.	 Exocytosis — cells expel materials

EXERCISE 26.3  �Preparing an Informal Outline

For one of the questions you predicted in Exercise 26.2, prepare a brief informal outline in 
response to the question.

Reduce informal outlines to key-word outlines.  To help you recall your outlined 
answer during the exam, reduce it to a brief key-word outline or list of key topics. Here 
is a sample key-word outline for the essay question about cells:

Key-word Outline

Types of Transport

	1.	 Passive
 — Diffusion
 — Facilitated diffusion
 — Osmosis

	2.	 Active
 — Facilitated active transport
 — Endocytosis
 — Exocytosis

EXERCISE 26.4  �Preparing a Key-word Outline

Reduce the outline answer you wrote in Exercise 26.3 to a key-word outline.

TAKING ESSAY EXAMS
Once you have done some preparation, you should be more confident about taking an 
essay exam. The general guidelines below will help you when you confront the exam 
itself.

	1.	 Arrive at the room where the exam is to be given a few minutes early.  You 
can use this time to collect your thoughts and get organized.

Creative learners may become 
especially anxious under the 
pressure of an essay exam. 
Remind them to use what 
they’ve learned about gener-
ating a branching diagram or 
brainstorming a list before 
they write a working thesis 
and start drafting.
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