Suggestions from a Reader for Writing “Free Response” Answers 

1. Read the question. Read it again. Underline the key words (e.g., identify, describe, explain, compare and contrast). The word "mechanisms" is new to many students. You may be asked to explain some "mechanisms" in a particular context. For example, two mechanisms for controlling the activity of an enzyme are changing the temperature and pH of the reaction.
2. Use the time you are given to organize your ideas and outline your answer. If the question is in paragraphs headed (A), (B), etc., write your answer accordingly. Compare your outline with what the question asks. Then, start writing. 

3.  Write legibly. We have to be able to read your answer to be able to award points. 

4. To avoid running out of time, answer the easiest questions first. Allow twenty minutes to write each question and time yourself. The last question frequently receives the lowest overall score simply because students run out of time. Do not leave a question blank- ever.

5. Avoid spending time on a thesis statement that simply restates the question. It will not earn points. Get right into your answer.


6.   If you are asked to write on three of five items, only your first three answers will be 

scored. Most essays allow internal choices e.g. "Design an experiment for one of the following variables ... ", ''.Describe three kinds of evidence ... ", "Select one of the criteria above and describe ... " 

7. Conceptual understanding may be demonstrated either by using the term correctly in context or by a correct example or a complete definition. Topics, concepts, and themes are each important levels of learning. The course focuses on the important concepts, the fundamental ideas that form the basis for current thinking on each topic. The concepts are linked together by major connecting themes, like regulation, structure, and function. The emphasis is not on the memorization of isolated terminology; therefore, terms used without an explanation are not generally awarded points. 

8. Do not be overly general. Write in enough detail to obtain as many points as possible. 

Additional points are often awarded for a discussion that demonstrates exceptional depth and breadth of understanding. 

9. Watch your time and focus. You don't have time to write everything you know about a topic. Concentrate on the entire question and avoid focusing on one small portion. 

10. Incorrect information is not scored. For example, if in the process of explaining the principles of osmosis and diffusion you give an incorrect definition of osmosis but clearly understand the principle of diffusion gradients, you will get credit for understanding diffusion but no credit towards a correct definition of osmosis. 

11. Diagrams must be labeled and referenced to your written answer.

12. Graphs: watch independent - dependent variables. Scale axes, use units on axis labels, title, curve fit data. Show a data table. 

13. Read the question, read the question, read the question! 

