10 practical tips for writing better exam essays
The key words in the title are practical and exam. Last week I ran a “competition” to write an essay on aid and poverty. The essays I received were spectacularly good and I do suggest you check them out in the comments section. My one worry though was were they really practical essays in an exam. My essay, which you will find below, is I think much simpler than almost all the essays I received – and perhaps a more practical model for exams.
I should add that these are mostly band score 8.0 writing tips and are written especially for candidates who are aiming high. The moral is:
the road to band score 8.0 often means doing the simple things well
1. Read – write – read – write – read – write – read – write – read – write – read
What does this mean? It means that you should go back and read the paragraph you have just written before you start the next one. You may think that this is a waste of time. If so, you’d be wrong.
1. It’s important to link your paragraphs together – what more practical way to do that than just read what you have written?
2. It helps you with words for the next paragraph – it is good to repeat some words as this improves your coherence. Look at my sample essay to see how I repeat/reflect language. In one paragraph I talk about the short term, this makes it easy to move onto the long term in the next paragraph.
3. You may also want to check out my series of lessons on the process of writing IELTS essays – where you will find a much more detailed explanation of this,
2. Don’t be smart, be clear – select your best idea
One of my very first posts/articles on this site was headed “IELTS is not a test of intelligence”. While the post itself now looks a little old, the advice is still good. You are being tested on the quality of your English, not on the quality of your ideas.
This advice is particularly important for candidates who come from an academic background where they are used to being graded on quality and quantity of ideas. IELTS is different: it is quite possible to write a band 9.0 essay and not include some key ideas, let alone all the ideas.
The practical advice here is to select your best idea and write about that. That means not writing everything you know – leave some ideas out. Don’t worry if it is not your best explanation, worry about whether it is your clearest explanation.
3. Write about what you know – relax about ideas
This is a similar idea. IELTS is an international exam (that’s the “I” in IELTS) and the questions are written to be answered by anyone around the world. Some people stress about finding ideas. They shouldn’t. The ideas you need are generally simple (eg”I disagree”, “This is not a good idea”).
The practical solution is to think about what YOU know and what YOUR experience is. If you look at the question, this is what it tells you to do. If you come from Bonn, write about Bonn; if you come from Ulan Bator, write about Ulan Bator!
4. Examples are easier to write than explanations
In an exam you are under pressure. You want to make things as easy for yourself as possible. One practical idea to achieve this is to focus as much on examples as explanations when you write. Why?
It’s simply harder if you only think “because”. Some of the ideas may be very complex and, under pressure, it can be difficult to explain these with reasons. What may happen is that your sentences become too long and the ideas confused.
The practical bit is to concentrate as much on examples. This is a good idea as examples tend to be easier to write as you are simply describing situations. You should also note that the instructions tell you to use examples! All you need to do is make sure that your examples are relevant to the main idea.
5. Don’t write too much – the examiner is paid by the minute
There is no upper word limit I know of, but it really isn’t a good idea to write 350 words or more. Here’s why:
1. Examiners will only spend so much time looking at any essay. Write too much and they will read what you wrote “less carefully”. It is easier to read/grade a 300 word essay than a 400 word essay!
2. The more you write, the more likely you are to make language mistakes.
3. The more you write, the more likely you are to go off topic. The examiner won’t read/grade anything that doesn’t directly relate to the question.
4.  If you write less, you give yourself more time to choose the best words – and that’s what you are being graded on.
5. If you write less, you give yourself more time to go back and check what you have written.
6. Writer – know yourself
One of the most famous philosophical thoughts is “know yourself”. How does this apply to exam writing? Did Plato really have IELTS in mind when he wrote his dialogues? Well, no, but…
The idea is that you should check for your mistakes when you write. The practical part here is that you shouldn’t check for mistakes generally – that’s too hard and probably a waste of time in the exam. What isn’t a waste of time though is to look for mistakes you know you can correct – the ones you normally make!
The really practical thing is to have your own checklist in your head before you start writing.
7. See the whole essay in your head before you start writing
It’s very important that your essay is a whole – that all the bits fit together. If you don’t do that, you may lose significant marks for both coherence and task response.
This means planning of course. Planning bothers some people and bores others. There are different ways to do this, but at the very least have a map of your essay in your head.
8. Focus on the backbone of your essay
This is a related point. All the essay matters of course, but perhaps some bits matter more than others. I’d suggest the practical thing to do is concentrate on the backbone of your essay, the bits that help you write better and the examiner to understand better. The backbone is:
1.  The introduction: this should identify the question and outline your position. Don’t rush it as it is the first thing the examiner will read. First impressions count.
2. The first/topic sentences of each paragraph: these should be clear and to the point. They should identify exactly what that paragraph is about and show how it relates to the rest of the essay. The practical tip is to keep the detail/clever ideas for the body of the paragraph. Start off general and then build towards the specific.
3. The conclusion: this is the easiest part of the essay normally. Most often, all you need to do is go back to the introduction and rephrase it
Get these bits right and the rest of the essay tends to take care of itself.
9. Don’t just practice whole essays
The best way to learn to write essays is to write essays? True or false? My answer is a bit of both.
Yes, you do need to practise writing complete essays, but it may be a mistake to do only that. The different part of essays require slightly different skills. To write an introduction, you need to be able to paraphrase the question. To write a body paragraph, you need to be able to explain ideas. To write a conclusion, you need to be able summarise.
The practical suggestion is to practise writing introductions, body paragraphs and conclusions separately. Focus on skills.
 10. Focus on the question and refocus on the question
I have left this one to last as it is for me the most important idea. Essays go wrong for different reasons. Some of these you may not be able to avoid: the quality of your English may not be good enough yet. The one mistake you can always avoid is that you didn’t answer the question. Too many essays go wrong because candidates didn’t read and think about the question properly.
The practical suggestion: before you write each paragraph, refer back to the question to remind yourself about what you are meant to write about.
It is very easy to get carried away in exams. You may start off on topic, then you have a “good idea” as you write. So you write about that. Sadly, that “good idea” may not fully relate to the question. Big problem.
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Even though developing countries receive financial aid, poverty is still a 
problem. Some people believe that in order to eliminate poverty in developing 
countries other forms of aid are needed .

To what extent do you agree or disagree? And suggest what other form of aid 
could be offered.
__________________________________________________________________

Poverty is an issue that still afflicts many developing countries around the world. This is 
despite longstanding programmes that have attempted to alleviate this problem by 
delivering financial assistance. My belief is that these programmes need to be 
supplemented by alternative forms of aid that are more likely to bring a long-term 
solution.

It would be wrong to state that financial assistance has no effect in the fight against 
poverty. It can, for instance, be highly effective in allowing governments to buy food or 
provide housing for the poor, especially in cases of natural disasters. Typically, however, 
this only has a short-term effect and does little to address the longer-term causes of 
poverty. Indeed, it can even worsen the situation if it is provided in the form of a loan that 
needs to be repaid.

There are a number of alternative forms of aid that could work more efficiently in the long-
term fight against poverty. One of these is for donor nations and NGOs to provide training 
for the poor to give them the skills to escape the poverty trap. For example, volunteers 
could train them how to run their own micro-business and so breed an enterprise culture. 
Another practical idea is to work to improve the conditions that cause poverty in the first 
place. This could mean building water wells or improving irrigation systems as both lack of 
food and water contribute to poverty. Whichever form of aid is chosen, however, it should 
aim at making the poor more self-reliant, as that is the surest way to find a long-term 
solution.

In conclusion, I do believe that financial assistance does have a limited role to play in the 
fight to eradicate poverty. This needs to be supplemented, however, by policies that work 
towards a longer-term solution and greater self-reliance.
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Essay structure
This is a complex question with two parts. My solution is to go for the simple solution. Each 
main body paragraph focuses on one of the main questions. You should also note how each body paragraph starts off with a short sentence that focuses on the question.

Likewise, you should see how the introduction and conclusion match each other and refer 
to both parts of the question.

Here is the backbone of my essay. You should see by reading it the complete structure of 
my essay:
“Poverty is an issue that still afflicts many developing countries around the world. This is 
despite longstanding programmes that have attempted to alleviate this problem by 
delivering financial assistance. My belief is that these programmes need to be 
supplemented by alternative forms of aid that are more likely to bring a long-term 
solution.

It would be wrong to state that financial assistance has no effect in the fight against 
poverty.....
There are a number of alternative forms of aid that could work more efficiently in the long-
term fight against poverty......

In conclusion, I do believe that financial assistance does have a limited role to play in the 
fight to eradicate poverty. This needs to be supplemented, however, by policies that work 
towards a longer-term solution and greater self-reliance.”

Vocabulary and coherence
You should see how I am not afraid to repeat certain words. This helps the reader/
examiner to follow my argument. If I repeat or reflect a word, the examiner is immediately 
able to remember what I am trying to say. Part of the trick to doing this is to vary the 
words slightly, eg Long-term solution and long-term fight.
