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CHAPTER 7: PREPARING FOR THE EXAMINATION (Michael Lacewing)
To get good exam results, you need to have a good sense of what the exam will be like and what the examiners are looking for, and to revise in a way that will help you prepare to answer the questions well. This probably sounds obvious, but in fact, many students do not think about the exam itself, only about what might come up. There is a big difference. This chapter will provide you with some guidance on how to approach your exams in a way that will help get you the best results you can. It is divided into three sections: revision, understanding the question, and exam technique.

Throughout the chapter, I will highlight revision points and exam tips. You can find these collected together at the end of the chapter.

Revision: Knowing what the examiners are looking for

There are lots of memory tricks for learning information for exams. This chapter isn’t about those. Revision isn’t just about learning information, but also about learning how to use that information well in the exam. Being able to do this isn’t a question of memory, but of directed revision and concentration in the exam.

It may sound obvious, but in order to know how best to answer the exam questions, you need to think about how they are marked. The examiners mark your answers according to three principles, known as ‘Assessment Objectives’ (AOs). They are:

AO1: 
Knowledge and understanding: how well do you know and understand the central debates for an particular issue, the theoretical positions philosophers have defended, and the arguments they use to defend them? For units 3 and 5, how well do you understand the extract of text and its place in the philosopher’s thought?

AO2: 
Selection and application: how well do you select relevant ideas, concepts, examples, and arguments that you encountered in the material or text you studied? How well do you use these ideas and examples to construct an answer that is coherent and relevant to the question asked?

AO3: 
Interpretation and evaluation: how well do you do interpret, evaluate, and analyse the arguments that you have read? Do you understand whether an argument succeeds or fails and why? How well do you compare arguments and counterarguments to weigh up what the most plausible position is? Are you able to present a good example that illustrates the point you want to make?

In addition, you will be marked on the clarity and accuracy of your language.

You can use these AOs to help guide your revision. AO1 leads straight to the first revision point:


This, you may think, is challenging enough! But AO2 means that you also need to be able to use your knowledge. Knowing all about utilitarianism, say, won’t help you if you write it all down in answer to a question about Kant. Knowing what is relevant is a special kind of knowledge, which involves thinking carefully about what you know about the theories in relation to the question asked. The best way to learn what is relevant is to practise answering questions, either exam questions or questions you make up for yourself or a friend. Try to make up questions that are similar to the exam questions, using the same ‘key words’ (I’ll talk about these in the next section). Practising answering different questions on the same topic helps keep your knowledge flexible, because you have to think of just the right bit of information that will answer the question.


An important part of being able to apply your knowledge is coming up with relevant examples. You can either remember good examples you have read, or create your own. In either case, you should know precisely what point the example is making. An irrelevant example demonstrates that you don’t really know what you are talking about.


What of AO3? How do you revise for ‘interpretation and evaluation’? This AO tests you on how well you can relate and compare arguments to overall theories and to other arguments. The best way to prepare for it is to spend time thinking about the arguments and issues. Thinking is quite different from knowing about. You might know Descartes’ arguments against empirical knowledge (doubting the senses, dreaming, the evil demon), but you may never have stopped to really work out whether you think they are any good. 

AO3 encourages you to do two things. One is to relate a particular argument to a philosopher’s overall theory, to understand the relation between the parts and the whole. The second is to reflect on what a particular argument actually demonstrates, and whether there are counterarguments that are better. Now this is what secondary sources – commentators on Plato, Descartes, etc. – try to do. So if you are working on a particular argument by Descartes, say, be guided by what the commentators have to say. Work through the arguments so that you understand for yourself the pros and cons of each viewpoint. As a minimum, be able to argue both for and against a particular view. Even if you can’t come to a firm conclusion about which viewpoint is right, try to come to a firm conclusion about why the different points each seem right in their own way, and why it is difficult to choose. Philosophy is not about knowing the ‘right answers’, it is about understanding why an answer might be right and why it is difficult to know.


These first four revision points relate to taking in and understanding information. There are two more points that will help you organize the information, learn it better, and prepare you for answering exam questions.

A good way of organizing your information is to create answer outlines or web-diagrams for particular issues. For example, if you are doing Unit 2 Philosophy of Religion, you could create an outline or web-diagram for the teleological (design) argument for the existence of God. Think about the essential points, and organize them, perhaps like this: 

1. What is ‘design’? 

2. What is the classical design argument and who has presented it? 

3. What is the modern version, and how is it different? 

4. Who argued against the design argument, and what did they say? 

5. What are its main strengths and weaknesses? Does the modern version answer some of the criticisms of the classical version?

6. What is your conclusion, and why?

With an outline like this, you should be able to answer any question that comes up on the design argument.


Finally, once you’ve organized your notes into an outline or web-diagram, time yourself writing exam answers. Start by using your outline, relying on your memory to fill in the details. Then practise by memorizing the outline as well, and doing it as though it were an actual exam. You might be surprised at how quickly one hour goes by. You’ll find that you need to be very focused – but this is what the examiners are looking for, answers that are thoughtful but to the point.


There is one more thing important to revision that I haven’t yet talked about, which is how the structure of the questions and how the marks are awarded can help you to decide what to focus on. This is what we’ll look at next.

The structure of the exams

Different units have different types of exam. If the examples given below aren’t from papers you are doing, don’t worry. The point of the examples is to show you the structure of the questions and the marks assigned to each part. The structure and the way the marks are divided up are the same for each question within a particular unit, whatever option or set text you are taking.

AS Exams

Each of the exams lasts for one hour. For Units 1 and 2, you must answer one question from a choice of two in the area you studied. In Unit 1, this is Theory of Knowledge. In Unit 2, this is either Moral Philosophy or Philosophy of Religion. Each question is structured in exactly the same way. Here is an example from Unit 1 Theory of Knowledge (from 2001):
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Total for this question: 45 marks

(a) Explain and briefly illustrate the meaning of a priori and a posteriori knowledge. (6 marks)

(b) Identify and explain two reasons why empiricism may lead to scepticism concerning the extent of our knowledge. (15 marks)

(c) Assess the view that all of our concepts are derived from experience. (24 marks)
The questions for Unit 3 (set text) are slightly different. First, you don’t have a choice – only one question is asked on each set text, and you will have studied just one set text, so you have to answer that question. Each question gives a quotation from the set text, and then asks a series of questions all structured the same way. Here is an example (2001):

2 Text:Descartes’ “Meditations”


Total for this question: 45 marks
Study the following passage and then answer all parts of Question 2.

...

(a) With close reference to the passage above:

(i) Identify what Descartes understands by ‘God’. (2 marks)
(ii) To what conclusion does a consideration of divine attributes lead Descartes? (2 marks)
(iii) Briefly explain how a consideration of ‘infinity’ leads Descartes to conclude that God exists. (6 marks)
(b) Describe how Descartes distinguishes intellect from the imagination. (10 marks)
(c) Critically discuss Descartes’ attempt to show that his mind is independent of his body. (25 marks)
A2 Exams
The exams for Units 4 and 5 last for one hour. Unit 4 (either Philosophy of Mind, Political Philosophy or Philosophy of Science) is like Unit 2, in that you must answer one question from a choice of two from the option you studied. Here is an example of how the questions are structured (Philosophy of Mind 2002):
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Total for this question: 50 marks
(a) Describe and illustrate two ways in which mental states allegedly differ from brain states. (18 marks)
(b) Assess whether theories of the relationship between mind and body have successfully accounted for mental causation. (32 marks)
Unit 5 (set text) is like Unit 3. Only one question is set on each text, so you have to answer the question on the text you studied. Here is an example (2002):

2 Text: Hume’s “An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding”


Total for this question: 50 marks
Study the following extract and then answer all parts of Question 2.

…

(a) With close reference to the passage above:

(i) Identify one regular cause and one irregular cause. (2 marks)
(ii) Briefly explain Hume’s position regarding probability. (6 marks)
(iii) Suggest and briefly develop one criticism of Hume’s account of probability. (6 marks)
(b) Outline Hume’s distinction between impressions and ideas and one conclusion he draws from it. (11 marks)
(c) Evaluate Hume’s attempt to solve the problem of free-will and determinism. (25 marks)
Unit 6 is examined by a long essay of 3,000-4,000 words which you write over a number of supervised sessions lasting four hours altogether. There will be a choice of 12 questions, and your teacher will help you to select the best question for you.

understanding the question: giving the examiners what they want

The key to doing well in an exam is understanding the question. I don’t just mean understanding the topic of the question, like ‘empiricism’ or Hume’s theory of probability. Of course, this is very important. But you also need to understand what the question is asking you to do. And this is related, in a very strict way, to the three Assessment Objectives I discussed earlier. This section is on how exam questions ‘work’.

Key Words

If you look at the examples of questions above, you will see that they start with different ‘key words’, such as ‘explain’, ‘illustrate’, ‘identify’, ‘describe’, ‘outline’, ‘assess’, ‘critically discuss’, and ‘evaluate’. Obeying these instructions is crucially important to getting a good mark. If you are asked to 'describe how two mental states allegedly differ from brain states', and you argue that 'mental states don’t differ from brain states because…' then you will fail to gain marks. And the same is true if you are asked to 'assess whether theories of the relationship between mind and body have successfully accounted for mental causation' and you only describe and illustrate what those theories actually claim.

These different key words relate to the different Assessment Objectives. The words ‘describe’ and ‘identify’ relate to AO1, knowledge and understanding. You are being asked simply to say what the theories say. The words ‘explain’, ‘illustrate’, and ‘outline’ relate to AO1 and AO2. You are being asked to demonstrate your knowledge in a way that requires selection and application. Explanations and illustrations are only good if they are relevant, and set the points you make in a context. The words ‘assess’, ‘evaluate’, and ‘critically discuss’ relate to AO3, interpretation and evaluation. Of course, you’ll have to show relevant knowledge, too, but you need to go beyond this to weighing up the arguments.

The key to understanding what the question is asking, and so to getting a good mark, is to take notice of the key words.

Question Structure

Notice that the different key words always appear in the same parts of the question. So, in Units 1 and 2, ‘describe’ always appears in part (a), ‘assess’ always appears in part (c). This is because the marks given for each part of the question relate to a particular AO in a very strict way. You don’t really need to worry about the exact correlation. If you follow the key word instructions, you won’t go far wrong.  But if you want to know, there is a table at the end of this chapter. Here are some rough generalizations that will help.

In the AS units, the marks for AO1 (knowledge and understanding) are distributed throughout parts (a), (b), and (c). The marks for AO2 (selection and application) are distributed in parts (b) and (c). All the marks for AO3 (interpretation and evaluation) are in part (c). In total, there are 18 marks available for AO1, 18 marks available for AO2, and 9 marks available for AO3.

In A2 Unit 4, the marks for AO1 and AO2 are distributed equally across (a) and (b), and all the marks for AO3 are in part (b). Overall, there are 17 marks for AO1, 17 marks for AO2, and 16 marks for AO3. In Unit 5, the division of marks isn’t so rigid, although marks for AO3 are still concentrated towards the final parts of the question. Overall, there are 16 marks for AO1, 16 marks for AO2, and 18 marks for AO3. In Unit 6, overall there are 10 marks for AO1, 20 marks for AO2, and 30 marks for AO3.

Why is this important? For the same reason that the key words are important. It tells you what you should be doing. If all the marks are for AO1 (knowledge and understanding), there is no point spending any time evaluating. And if there are 9 marks for AO3 (interpretation and evaluation), then no matter how clearly you describe the theories and arguments, you cannot get a good mark for the question if you do not also evaluate them. 

There is another reason this distribution of marks is important. It can help guide your revision. In A2 exams, there are many more marks available for AO3, especially in the long essay, than there are in AS exams. This means you need to spend more time concentrating on evaluating the arguments that you’ve studied.

Exam technique: getting the best result you can

If you’ve understood the question structure beforehand, and know what to expect in the exam, the question paper will not seem so daunting. You’ll have a good idea about how to proceed, and a sense of how the parts of the question are testing different aspects of your knowledge. This section gives you some tips on how to approach the questions when you are actually in the exam.

Exams are very exciting, whether in a good way or a bad way! It can be helpful, therefore, to take your time at the beginning, not to rush into your answers, but to plan your way. The tips I give below are roughly in the order that you might apply them when taking the exam. You might be surprised at the number of things it can be worth doing before you write anything at all.

It is important to decide carefully which question to answer, and this means reading the whole of each question before making your decision. In Unit 1 Theory of Knowledge, this just means reading both questions. In Units 2 and 4, it means identifying the two questions which are relevant to you, and reading through them both. You might find that although you know the answer to part (a), you aren’t sure about part (c). If you don’t read the whole question first, but just start your answer to part (a) straightaway, you could end up wishing you had answered the other question.

In Units 3 and 5, there is only one question which will be relevant. But you should still read the whole question first. This is because you will need to think how long to spend on each part. If you discover that you are less sure of an answer to one part, you may want to leave a little bit of extra time for tackling that section.


As I’ve already indicated, once you’ve decided which question to do, you need to think how long to spend on each part. Here the marks available for each part should be your guide. You have 60 minutes for the exam, and there are 45 or 50 marks available. If you allow five minutes for making some notes at the beginning and five minutes to check over your answer at the end, then you’ve got one minute per mark. That means, for example, that in the AS Unit 1 exam, you should spend around five minutes on part (a), 15 minutes on part (b), and 25 minutes on part (c). However, you’ll probably find that each part is a little harder than the last, so you may want to spend up to 30 minutes on part (c), and cut down (a) and (b) a little. And you may find that you know the answer to one part better than another, so you may want to leave a little more time for the part you find difficult.

The marks also give you an idea about how much you should write. If there are just two marks, then a single precise sentence will often be enough. If there are six marks, then three or four sentences is often enough. With the longer answers, something around 500 words is good for the AS exams, and around 750 words for the A2 exams.


Before you start to write your answer to any part, read the question again very closely. There are two things to look out for. First, notice the key words, and remind yourself what they are asking for. In part (a) of the example for Unit 4 above, you are asked to 'Describe and illustrate two ways in which mental states allegedly differ from brain states.' If you only describe, and do not provide examples, then you won’t get full marks. Second, notice the precise phrasing of the question. For example, in part (c) of the example for Unit 1 above, the question asks you to 'Assess the view that all of our concepts are derived from experience.' This is different from the question of whether all of our knowledge is derived from experience. Noticing this will help you keep your answer relevant.

Because an exam is exciting (good or bad), many people have a tendency to notice only what the question is about, e.g. empiricism or Descartes’ views on God. They don’t notice the rest of the words in the question. But the question is never 'so tell me everything you know about empiricism'! Every word counts.


You are now ready to start answering the question. But, especially with the longer answers (parts (b) and (c)), many people find it is worth organizing their thoughts first. What are you going to say, in what order? This is particularly important with questions that involve evaluation, since arguments require that you present ideas in a logical order. If you’ve memorized an outline or a web-diagram, quickly write it out at the beginning so that you note down all the points. It is very easy to forget something or go off on a tangent once you are stuck into the arguments. Having an outline or web-diagram to work from will help you keep your answer relevant and structured. It will also remind you how much you still want to cover, so it can help you pace yourself better. However, you might discover, as you develop your answer, that parts of the outline or diagram are irrelevant or just don’t fit. Don’t worry – the outline is only there as a guide.


All the questions ask for examples at some point. Finding and using a good example is very important. Good examples are concise and relevant, and support your argument. But you need to explain why they support your argument. An example is an illustration, not an argument.


Because philosophy is about the logical relationship of ideas, there are a number of rules of thumb about presentation. Here are four important ones.


Finally, it is very easy to forget something, or say it in an unclear way. Leave time to check your answer at the end. You might find you can add a sentence here or there to connect two ideas together more clearly, or that some word is left undefined. These little things can make a big difference to the mark.


REVISION TIPS

R1: Learn the theories. Who said what? What terms and concepts did they use? What arguments did they use to defend their positions?

R2: Practise applying your knowledge by answering questions about it. The best questions to practise with are past exam questions, but you can also make up questions for yourself.

R3: Prepare examples beforehand, rather than try to invent them in the exam. If you can use your own, that’s great (you’ll get extra marks if they are good). But they must be short and they must make the right point – so try them out on your friends and teachers first.

R4: Think reflectively about the arguments and issues. Practise arguing for and against a particular view. Using commentators where appropriate, think about which arguments are better, and why. Think about the place and importance of arguments in a philosopher’s overall viewpoint.

R5: Create structured outlines or web-diagrams for particular issues. Try to cover all the main points.

R6: Practise writing timed answers. Use your notes at first, but then practise without them.

EXAM TIPS

E1. Read through all the relevant questions before starting your answer. This will help you to decide which question you can answer best overall, taking into account all the parts, and will also help you to decide how long to spend on each part.

E2. The number of marks available for each part should be a rough guide to how long you spend on it and how much you should write. But allow a little extra time for the later parts and parts you find difficult.

E3. Before starting your answer, read the question again very closely. Take note of every word, and especially the ‘key word’ which tells you what to do.

E4. Before you start your answer, especially if it will be comparatively long, it can be worth writing out your outline or web-diagram first. This can help remind you of the key points you want to make, and the order in which you want to make them.

E5. Keep your examples short and make sure they support the point you want to make. Always explain how they support your point.

E6. Four rules of thumb:

a. Don’t use a ‘technical term’, like ‘the greatest happiness principle’ or ‘the ontological argument’, without saying what it means.

b. Describe a theory before evaluating it. If you have described it in answer to a previous part, that is fine.

c. Keep related ideas together. If you have a thought later on, add a footnote indicating where in the answer you want it to be read.

d. Don’t state the conclusion to an argument before you’ve discussed the argument, especially if you are going to present objections to that conclusion. You can state what the argument hopes to show, but don’t state it as a conclusion.

E7. Leave time to check your answer at the end. You may want to add a helpful sentence here and there.

MARKING SCHEME

Here’s how the Assessment Objectives relate to the marks:

AS

Units 1, 2

(a) 6 marks for AO1

(b) 6 marks for AO1, 9 marks for AO2

(c) 6 marks for AO1, 9 marks for AO2, 9 marks for AO3

Unit 3

The mark allocation is not quite as strict, but roughly as follows: 

(a) (i) 2 marks for AO1; (ii) 2 marks for AO1; (iii) 4 marks for AO1, 2 marks for AO2

(b) 4 marks for AO1, 6 marks for AO2

(c) 6 marks for AO1, 10 marks for AO2, 9 marks for AO3

A2

Unit 4

(a) 9 marks for AO1, 9 marks for AO2

(b) 8 marks for AO1, 8 marks for AO2, 16 marks for AO3

Unit 5

The division of marks between AOs isn’t so rigid. Overall, there are 16 marks for AO1, 16 marks for AO2, and 18 marks for AO3. As with the other units, points for AO3 are mostly concentrated in part (c).

Unit 6

In the overall division of marks, there are 10 marks for AO1, 20 marks for AO2, and 30 marks for AO3.

R1: Learn the theories. Who said what? What terms and concepts did they use? What arguments did they use to defend their positions?





R2: Practise applying your knowledge by answering questions about it. The best questions to practise with are past exam questions, but you can also make up questions for yourself.





R3: Prepare examples beforehand, rather than try to invent them in the exam. If you can use your own, that’s great (you’ll get extra marks if they are good). But they must be short and they must make the right point – so try them out on your friends and teachers first.





R4: Think reflectively about the arguments and issues. Practise arguing for and against a particular view. Using commentators where appropriate, think about which arguments are better, and why. Think about the place and importance of arguments in a philosopher’s overall viewpoint.





R5: Create structured outlines or web-diagrams for particular issues. Try to cover all the main points.





R6: Practice writing timed answers. Use your notes at first, but then practise without them.





E1. Read through all the relevant questions before starting your answer. This will help you to decide which question you can answer best overall, taking into account all the parts, and will also help you to decide how long to spend on each part.





E2. The number of marks available for each part should be a rough guide to how long you spend on it and how much you should write. But allow a little extra time for the later parts and parts you find difficult.





E3. Before starting your answer, read the question again very closely. Take note of every word, and especially the ‘key word’ which tells you what to do.





E4. Before you start your answer, especially if it will be comparatively long, it can be worth writing out your outline or web-diagram first. This can help remind you of the key points you want to make, and the order in which you want to make them.





E6. Four rules of thumb:


Don’t use a ‘technical term’, like ‘the greatest happiness principle’ or ‘the ontological argument’, without saying what it means.


Describe a theory before evaluating it. If you have described it in answer to a previous part, that is fine.


Keep related ideas together. If you have a thought later on, add a footnote indicating where in the answer you want it to be read.


Don’t state the conclusion to an argument before you’ve discussed the argument, especially if you are going to present objections to that conclusion. You can state what the argument hopes to show, but don’t state it as a conclusion.





E5. Keep your examples short and make sure they support the point you want to make. Always explain how they support your point. 





E7. Leave time to check your answer at the end. You may want to add a helpful sentence here and there.
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