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It is wise to remember that it is possible to look without seeing – we can sometimes
be primed to see what we want to see rather than what is actually there. Of course if
you are asked to write an appreciation of a piece of art or poetry it may well be that
you should project your personal interpretation on to the work. Outside this, it is
more likely that you will be expected to produce relevant evidence and arguments to
address the set question in the exam with a clear focus. Although the virtue of using
past papers for revision has been extolled, the danger with this approach is that you
may twist the meaning of a question into what you hope it is going to be. Another
danger is that the question you wanted so much is right in front of your eyes but you
fail to see it because the form of wording is different from the previous occasions and
in blind panic you de-select that one as an option! 

Therefore, the general advice at this point is, slow down, read carefully and make your question

selection advisedly. 

&�	����	�������'��(�)��

�������	�


Mcllroy-09.qxd  3/4/2005  11:56 AM  Page 147



When you have made your choice, write the question out and this will be the final
insurance that you have not misunderstood its intent. 

In a famous optical illusion, Rubin’s vase can be seen as a vase or as two faces that
look towards each other. You can see it both ways and it can ‘change’ from one to
the other. In contrast, exam questions are usually set so that they can be addressed
in one way (although there is room for variety in structure, style and perhaps some
substance).
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It is said that ‘you never get a second chance to make a first impression’, and in the
first paragraph of your response to the exam question you have the opportunity to
shape the initial impression in the examiner’s mind. That does not mean that his or
her final impression is sealed, but it does give you the opportunity to set up and then
confirm a positive overall impression. If the initial few sentences are good in qual-
ity, this will also help you to settle down and you will feel spurred on to do well. 
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�	���	�

To give a good initial impression when you go for a job interview, you could: 
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In an exam situation you do not have the non-verbal cues that you can use to create a
good impression in an interview, but you have written cues you can use to demon-
strate that you have purpose, focus, direction, knowledge and understanding. In the
next section you will see how rough work can be used in shaping a good impression,
but another tool is the preliminary use of key words and terms.
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You may want to add a few of your own to the above list.

It is also a good strategy to drop key words such as these into the opening sentences
to demonstrate that you know exactly where you are taking the examiner in your jour-
ney together. As an example of mapping out a strategy in advance, think of going for
a walk in a country forest park – you may find maps at the beginning of the walk so
that you can decide which routes you want to take and in what order. 

In the first couple of sentences of your exam question response you can, as it were, create a

map for your examiner. You can tell her or him where you are going to take them. Be sure

to give the impression that you know where you are leading them. 

!";  ��������(��	
�������
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Some students prefer to use mind maps in drawing up plans for an essay or exam ques-
tion. It is acceptable to draw out your own mind map design, and this is all you will be
able to do if you opt for this method in your exams as you cannot resort to software.
However, this approach may not be appealing to all and you may prefer to use a simple
structure approach such as the use of headings and subheadings. When mind mapping
is used with software packages you can achieve complexity by using colour codes, cir-
cles, squares, rectangles and ellipses, and you can set up pathways in which your vari-
ables are joined by direct or indirect routes. These may be very useful in your revision
or even in a presentation, but in your exam you will not need all the decorative niceties.
Your aim should be to draw a basic map as quickly as possible. The more complex your
map is, the more difficult it will be to remember all the points and the longer it will take
to draw out all the parts. Consider the following question and then see how the response
can be briefly plotted out in a mind map (or even in the form of a flow chart).
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Question: Outline the essential factors and applications of communication in a variety
of human settings.

!"< 2	�	���+������������	���������

On the point of balance, it is essential that you do justice to all aspects of an argu-
ment. For example, in terms of length, this suggests that paragraphs should be of
approximately similar length although there are no hard-and-fast rules. Some aspects
of your subject may require a little more treatment than others, but if you alter-
nate between very long and very short paragraphs your argument may appear to be
lopsided.

It is also vital that you do not suddenly introduce an argument that appears to be
grossly out of place or sequence – there has to be some connection between your
points and you should not assume that your reader will always see these without you
demonstrating them.

Finally, aim to communicate the impression that your work flows from start to finish.
If you achieve this, you will have integrated a variety of valid points into one coherent
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and convincing whole. What fluency will do for you is to give your essay some life.
Your response to the question should not be a mere list of hard, cold facts that are
joined up by nothing more than punctuation and conjunctions.

Use of illustrations and applications can add colour, spice and variety to your responses

unless these have been outlawed in your subject domain. However, illustrations should not

become an end in themselves, and neither should they be irrelevant or forced.
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Many academic subjects are driven by theory, research and empirical findings, and
if this is the case, then you must show that you know the relevant literature. The more
evidence you can use the better (if you use it effectively). However, you cannot go into
a detailed description of every relevant study you have read. Rather, you can summarise
and show the relevance of a given study in a brief few sentences. 

Make sure you give the impression that you are using the evidence to support your argu-

ments and to build up your case. 

Of course, you will want to come to some definitive conclusions in your exam essay,
but on the journey there you will need to show that you have reached your conclu-
sions in the light of (perhaps) conflicting evidence. It may be that your overall
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conclusion is that the balance of probability lies in one side of the argument, but you
may conclude that further studies are needed to address some unresolved issues. An
example of a question like this would be the MMR issue that was discussed in Chapter 7:
Can it be concluded with certainty that the triple vaccine for mumps, measles and
rubella is now safe?

���&����� A���������������

� ������������������	����	���
�	������������


� ���������	����	����>	��������������������������	���?

� ����	���	�
��	����	��
����	����������

� /���������������
��������������
���	��������
��	����
�����	�����������

� ��������	������������	��	�������

� 8��
��	(�����������	������	��	�������������	���

� ����	��	����
����������������������	��	���>�������������������?

� /��������������������	������������	�	�������
���	���������>����������?

� �������
����������������������������������

� 4	
����������������������	���������������

!"E ����
�������	���
��������	���
��	�����
What your assessors will not be looking for is a verbatim account of what they delivered
to you in a lecture or tutorial. You should show evidence that you have read from the
sources they have directed you to in reading lists. Examiners also like to see that you
have taken some initiative by delving into other sources that they had not highlighted. 

From the standpoint of a marker, it is most refreshing to assess students who have taken the

time and trouble to bring some new facet of research to the subject under investigation.

It is especially impressive if students can integrate some up-to-date sources, and this
should not be too difficult given the plethora of electronic journals that are available
in modern universities. Moreover, these sources are a great advantage when there are
constraints upon your time. They are easily accessed and summaries of central find-
ings are often available in abstract form. The main findings can be rapidly outlined,
grasped and noted. 
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A form of learning that has been advocated in higher education circles and has
gained popularity is the notion of problem-based learning. In this form of learning
activity, a group of students is given a task by their tutor, and individual students
go their separate ways to extract the information they need. When each has
finished their task they come together and use their collated information to try
to solve the problem that had been posed by the tutor. Instead of being taught
directly, students endeavour to find answers for themselves, and it is believed that
this can be an effective form of learning because it facilitates a deeper processing
of information. Therefore, in order to prepare thoroughly for your exams, you
may want to engage in some problem-solving activities either alone or with other
students.
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These steps will become clearer after you look at the worked example and the diagram
presented below.

Mcllroy-09.qxd  3/4/2005  11:56 AM  Page 155



# + 6 0 � 6 $ 4 � , � / / � , ,

� �
������������ A�'�����������������	�����
��	����������	���=

• ,��(�������
����	����������	���������
���	����	��	�
���������	���

• ,�������	��	��������������������

• ,�������������������������������(��
�������(���������
����	��


• 1����	����C�����(�����	������	���	������������������

• 1��������������������	�������	
�	���������
���	���

• �	�������	��������������������������������������	��������

• ����������������	
�	�����	���	��	�����	��	����
	��

• 2����
	�������	
�������
����������������������C��
�������������

• $ �����������
�����������������
���	���+�	���	������	������


• $ �����
��	����	��	���	�������	��������������
���������	��	��
	���	
�

Like so many problems, there is a multifaceted explanation and by presenting the
problem in diagram form you will show the examiner that you are aware of all the
direct, indirect and bi-directional effects. For example, the mother and father may
both influence low birth weight babies through genetics. They may also influence
each other through four of the five variables shown in the diagram. It is clear that to
put the whole problem down to pregnant women smoking is rather naïve. 

Genetic Diet Smoke Stress Inactive

Father
 

Mother

Low birth
weight baby
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It is possible to argue through issues in the world of academia without becoming
vitriolic towards other colleagues or fellow researchers. Critical thinking goes on all
the time and academics constantly raise questions and problems in relation to each
other’s work. It is a violation of academic professionalism to run a vendetta against a
colleague. Students sometimes find it a little difficult to make the transition from the
secure world of comfortable thought and certainty to the real world of academia
where findings evolve and develop through critical thinking, which may sometimes
appear to be more like verbal sparring. 

You should understand clearly that it is critical thinking that will get you your best grades

in your exams, but the critical thinking must be evidence-based and not driven by personal

prejudices or hunches. 

It is often a difficult task to rise above our personal, subjective world in order to evaluate
objectively the full range of evidence without giving the impression that we have a per-
sonal ‘axe to grind’. A writer can set up the alternatives to their preferred explanations to
knock them down again in order to give the impression that they are even-handed and
objective. Emotional involvement with a given topic may not be a bad thing in driving
the investigation but it can lead to disguised distortions of reality. In order to illustrate
critical thinking with an example, we will therefore address the issue of prejudice.
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A glance at the above points will clearly demonstrate that you are armed with a series
of points and counterpoints that will form the heart of a good, critical essay. 

!"I 5�	������	�����
���
If you are in the first year of a university course it is likely that your results will not
count towards your final degree classification. Therefore, all that will be required is to
pass your exams at the stipulated level (typically 40 per cent in the UK for under-
graduate programmes). That does not mean that you should content yourself with
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marginal passes, as this is not good for your confidence or anxiety! However, the
knowledge that your degree classification is not at stake will give you the time and
opportunities to develop the skills presented and advocated in this book. If you have
already progressed beyond year one, then it is essential that you cultivate the skills
presented in this book. The object of learning is not just about reproducing knowledge
and demonstrating good memory skills. It is also about:

•• ���������!�����0�����
������&���

•• ������!���&&��&�������������"
&��

•• 8���!���&����&����������!�����
�&�

•• 8���!�����)����������5�
5������)����&���
�����
����
���&�����

•• 9��������!�(����&�����!������

If what you have been doing to date has not been working for you in terms of the grades you

are attaining, then it is time to do some diagnostic troubleshooting. 

Do not allow yourself to lapse into the thinking mode where you convince yourself
that you cannot change. It is possible to change your thinking style and strategy into
one that will produce dividends for you. The following summary checklist will also
help you to focus your attention on your strengths and weaknesses. 
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Whenever you are engaged in discussion, you are examining possibilities and exploring

various avenues of thought. There should be a tone of investigation and enquiry, but
with the important proviso that there is an end product. The discussion should be going
somewhere – it must have shape and direction. There is room for a discussion to be
tentative, but no place for it to be vague. 

As an example, you could think of a television discussion show that includes a panel
of experts and a person in the chair to guide the proceedings. If you are the person in
the chair you would be concerned to:

•• ����(����������������)�����!���������������������������
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•• 9��)������������)�������
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�
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����������������
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•• 
�������������&
�&����
��������"���������)��5�������������

In an exam you are to be ‘the chairperson’ and it will be your responsibility to conduct
the discussion in a well-ordered, fair and thorough manner. Although the tone of the
discussion is different from, say, a critique, this does not mean that it should be tame
in nature. There is room in the discussion for a vigorous exploration of evidence and
counter arguments. 
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The tone of a critique should be a little more ‘adversarial’ than a discussion. 

In the discussion you are the chair to guide the panel, but in the critique you are the judge

to guide the court proceedings. 

Imagine there is a defence team and a prosecution team, and your aim is to find the
evidence that will stand up in a court of law. You should not be afraid to ‘chop down’
claims that do not stand up in the light of the evidence. However, that does not mean
(to change the metaphor) that you should be a ‘knife-happy’ surgeon who is intent on
operating on every condition. Do not criticise just for the sake of it, or give the impres-
sion that you have been ‘baptised in lemon juice!’ What you really need to ascertain
through your critique is what is left of the issue or claim when you hold it up to test
it against the evidence? If the basic premise has been supported with evidence again
and again, then you can argue that the evidence is robust. For example, you can pose
questions, such as those presented below:
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If you are asked in an exam or course work essay to compare and contrast two con-
cepts, you will need to identify a range of issues that you can discuss within this con-
text. You may begin by making a list of all the things that the two concepts have in
common, and then list all the factors in which they differ. It is best to identify an equal
number of issues (if possible) under each heading so that the conclusions are balanced. 
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Another variation of the comparing and contrasting approach is when you are asked
to outline the advantages and disadvantages of an issue (see the worked example on the
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advantages and disadvantages of the widespread introduction of computers in higher
education in section 9.4 above). You may want to look back at this example to see if
you can classify the advantages and disadvantages and add any points that are needed
to balance the arguments. Alternatively, examine the advantages and disadvantages
of small, street-corner stores and large supermarkets, or think up a new example of
your own.
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And yet, in academia, the opposite can be true. Although a concept or theory may
have been popular and widely accepted 30 years ago, more recent research findings
may have chipped away at the foundations over the decades. Other aspects may now
have been added to the original proposition, so that what is left now is a modified ver-
sion of the original. Therefore, if you are asked to evaluate, you may want to consider
the following:
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To wrap up this section just read over the following points. The italicised words are
the key words in exam questions. This will give you an idea of how examine questions
can be ‘spun’ from various angles. Remember, each key word requires a different kind
of approach.
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A close inspection of an exam question may reveal that you are required to address
more than one central issue. Unless you have been guided otherwise, you should, in
general, try to give equal weighting to all the issues. Consider how you would address
the following question: ‘Why are some students prone to catch colds, and can any-
thing be done to address this problem?’

The second part of the question should be as important as the first and clearly requires
more than a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. In the example provided here, you would be advised
to link each potential cause with a corresponding prevention or cure. It is probable
that examiners will award 50 per cent for each part of the question.

Mcllroy-09.qxd  3/4/2005  11:56 AM  Page 165



# 6 6 0 � 6 $ 4 � , � / / � , ,

	#����	
'
%
�&	

� �	�
�����
����	�
�&	
���	����

�� �&	
(!	����


Some questions may direct you into a line of response in the last few words (or in the
opening words). Therefore, read the question carefully so that you do not go off track.
Consider the following question: ‘Discuss the impact of airport noise on those that live
near airports.’

The last part of the question excludes:
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However, it includes the effects of noise:
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•• ���������'�0�������
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������������)�&�����

The question does not specify how close to the airports people should be living in order
to be taken into account in your essay – it could be one, two or five miles. So you are
probably expected to address the issue in general without specifying a distance.
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Another issue to bear in mind is that you may not be asked directly to write a critique,
discussion or evaluation, but your tutors will probably have directed you to use a
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critical approach in general in approaching all exam questions. Take the following two
examples:

‘Should sex education be given to children in primary education?’

‘Should Shakespeare’s plays be left in their original Elizabethan language?’

Although no key words such as ‘discuss’ or ‘evaluate’ are used here, it is evident
that the questions have been designed to elicit an essay that includes points and
counterpoints. 
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��	
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Sometimes examiners will leave you to select issues to illustrate the broader principles
in the question. This type of essay needs careful thought in order to find the correct
balance between the inclusion of too much or too little material. Given that we
covered motivation in an earlier chapter, we will use this as our example: ‘Discuss with
the use of examples the assertion that motivation is the dynamic behind human
change.’

You could select examples on:

•• �����&��
����������
��&��
�

•• 9
����������
�
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�

•• ������!��������)��!�

•• �!!�����
������&
���
�

•• 
�������������&���
�

The problem in the question is that you are not asked to discuss a specific number of
issues. Rather, you must decide how many examples to include. To help you think
through this issue, have a go at the following exercise.
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(a) Potential problems with too few examples in exam responses
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(b) Potential problems with too many examples in exam responses
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