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Writing Essays in an Exam
You will be writing a number of reports, memos, and position papers in accounting courses.  In addition, the exams for these courses will include essay questions.  The responses to these essay questions will be evaluated for both technical proficiency and writing skills.  In this handout, I will provide some guidelines for managing the task of writing essays in an exam.

Prewriting Stage

1.  Writing essays in an exam requires the use of a strategy slightly different from what you would use for tackling out-of-class writing assignments.  In an exam, you are unlikely to have the time to edit your writing extensively.  Therefore, it is necessary to spend a few minutes on understanding the nature and scope of the question before plunging into the task of writing a response.  Read the question carefully a few times and determine the nature, scope, and content of the essay.  Often, irrelevant and incoherent essays stem from a cursory reading of the question.
2.  Once you have determined the nature and scope of the question, consider the reader's background, needs, and knowledge of the subject; this will help in determining the content, and level of detail in the essay.  Make sure that the information/details you plan to include in the essay will fulfill the 'requirements' of the question.
3.  Create an outline using headings and subheadings; this will enable you to structure the information coherently.  Identify the transitions you need to establish to enhance the flow of the essay.
Writing Stage

4.  Begin to write the essay.  Write an introductory paragraph explaining the scope and content of the essay.  This paragraph should be adequate and concise; it should not be abrupt.  A smooth opening will make the reader look forward to reading the rest of the essay.
5.  Write the 'body' paragraphs; make sure these paragraphs are not very long; long paragraphs diminish the readability of the essay since the reader may find it difficult to follow the flow of ideas (suggested length for paragraphs - 5 to 7 sentences; this is a 'suggestion,' not a 'rule').
6.  Design the 'body' paragraphs according to the headings/subheadings in the outline.  State the main idea in the first sentence of the paragraph, and provide supporting details in the rest of the paragraph.  Include transitions such as 'First,' 'Second,' 'Finally,' 'Therefore,' 'In addition,' and 'Moreover' to sustain the logic and coherence of the essay.
7.  Write a concluding paragraph in which you summarize the main ideas and state the conclusion.  The reader's perception regarding the content and the writing style get reaffirmed while he/she is reading the last paragraph.  Therefore, this paragraph should be concise, forceful, and effective.
8.  Write in complete sentences; follow the conventions of grammar, spelling, and punctuation.  Refer to the handout 'Common Mistakes in Writing.'  Simple mistakes such as the use of 'to' instead of 'too,' 'principle' instead of 'principal,' and 'their' instead of 'there' can disrupt the reader's train of thought.
9.  Your writing should be clear; choose appropriate words and phrases to convey your ideas.  Your writing should be concise, but make sure that you have provided all the relevant details.  Avoid repetition and establish smooth transition between ideas.
10.  Maintain a professional tone in your writing; avoid slang and colloquialisms; language that is not professional can divert the reader's attention from the main message.
11. Make sure that your handwriting is neat and legible.  Make sure there is adequate space between words and between lines to facilitate reading.  The essay should have an appealing visual appearance.  It should not look 'crowded.'

Revising/Proofreading Stage

12.  Once you have written the essay, read it fairly quickly, and make sure you have addressed all the important issues in your response.
13.  Correct the obvious mechanical errors.  Make sure that you have used a period at the end of sentences, and dotted the 'i's and crossed the 't's.  Correct spelling errors and insert missing words.
14.  Budget your time; allocating sufficient time for determining the content of the essay, and planning the structure will save you a great deal of frustration at the end of the writing process.
Note:  In the CPA Exam, some essays consist of a set of questions requiring short responses rather than one question requiring one long response.  For such questions, modify the structure of your responses.  Do not write one long essay; do not expect the reader to sift through it, and find the answers to the different questions.  Provide adequate and concise responses for the different questions, and clearly label (number) your responses.  
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