Online Essay Writing Exams
These tips apply to evaluations in which you need to write an essay or essay-style exam in a limited time
period, and submit it online. The keys to success in this type of exam are great preparation beforehand,
and great time management during the exam.
Preparing for the exam
-

The best preparation is to work consistently throughout the course: pay attention in class; do the
readings as they are assigned; participate in discussions; ask your teacher if something is not
clear.
Review your notes and the readings quickly throughout the course; don’t cram the night before.
(Cramming is stressful, and not an effective way to learn.)
Find out as much as you can about the exam beforehand. If you have an idea of the topics or
questions, you can brainstorm ideas to prepare. If not, try to anticipate what topics/questions may
be on the exam.
Find out what materials you can use during the exam (your course notes, the novel, the text book,
a dictionary) and get everything ready.
Before you begin writing . . .

-

First, read the whole exam all the way through before you begin. If you have a choice of
questions or topics, decide which you will choose, and begin making brief notes about what your
essay answer may include. To state the obvious, always opt for the topic or questions you feel
you could do the best job with!

-

Time management is key. If there more than one essay question, decide how long to spend on
each one, based on the mark distribution. Make a schedule and stick to it—you don’t want to run
out of time. Always leave 15 minutes at the end for proofreading and editing.

-

Read the instructions or the essay questions carefully and highlight the key words (e.g., define,
summarize, analyze, interpret, compare/contrast, explain, argue, relate). Make sure you follow the
instructions or answer the question; this is a key factor in success on this type of exam.

-

Plan your essay or your answers. Some students choose a topic or question and just begin
writing anything that comes into their mind. Bad idea! The result will be an unstructured
“freewrite” that the reader will not be able to follow, and there is a very good chance the essay
will go off topic. Before you begin writing, make an outline of your main points and the order in
which you will present them. You don’t need to spend a lot of time on this, but any plan is better
than no plan.
Structuring and writing your essay

-

Write an introduction that contains your thesis statements and/or your main points.

-

Body paragraphs: Pay attention to paragraph unity. Paragraphs should be about one topic only,
and not jump from one idea to the next. If you introduce a new topic, start a new paragraph.

Support your ideas with references to course readings, examples, analogies, data, etc. If you are
allowed to use course books, notes, or works of literature, support your points with relevant
quotes or paraphrases. Cite your quotes or paraphrases according to your teacher’s instructions.
State your ideas clearly and get to the point. Don’t go off topic. Never “pad” your answers
with irrelevant musings, personal anecdotes, or rhetorical questions; whoever is reading will
conclude you have little to say.
-

Write a brief conclusion that summarizes your main idea.

-

Note: essay-style answers to questions are not formal essays, and may not require an introduction
or conclusion.

-

Use transition words to connect one idea to another; this will make your essay/answers coherent
and easy to follow.
Some important writing tips

-

Pay attention to sentence structure, and avoid comma splices, run-ons, and sentence fragments.
Try to vary your sentence structure.

-

Use vocabulary you are comfortable with, and never use a word if you are unsure what it means.
Consult a dictionary if this is allowed. Try not to repeat the same words.

-

Allow 15 minutes at the end of the exam to reread your essay or answers carefully, and edit
thoroughly for spelling, grammar, and punctuation. Correct any sentence structure errors.

-

Important! Ensure you understand what kind of technical support you are allowed during an
online essay exam, e.g., spell check, grammar check, Google Translate, etc. Whatever support
you can have, always proofread and edit your essay carefully by yourself. Spell and grammar
checkers are unreliable, and there are many dangers in Google Translate.

Finally, although this type of exam can be stressful because of the time constraints, remember that your
teachers are aware of the difficulties and are not expecting the level of polished writing they would from
an essay you could write at home over several weeks. Take a deep breath, and try to enjoy the challenge
of writing an excellent essay in a few hours!

