To:

Expository Writing 101 Teachers

From:

Michael Goeller, Expos 101 Coordinator



Murray Hall 108, 732-932-5787 or 732-932-9273  michael.goeller@rutgers.edu
RE:

The Final Exam

As the end of term approaches, our thoughts in 101 turn to the final exam. In reality, the final exam for most students will not be a significant event.  It has no impact on the grades of passing students.  The final exam in 101 is:

· an in-class, eighty minute exam,
· open book (students should use their textbooks with any marginal notes and can have access to a dictionary),

· given on the last day your class is scheduled to meet for the semester,
· written in response to your typed essay question regarding a new (seventh) reading from The New Humanities Reader, that makes a connection between two texts, the new one and one other from earlier in the term,
· and graded pass or fail (you should mark these grades in pencil on the cover of the blue books and record them with your other grades and bring the exams to folder review where they will be collected and kept on file in the event of student grade appeals).

Students must pass the exam in order to pass the course.  
This policy serves two purposes, both tied to the body (for those of you who like Foucault). First, students need to demonstrate (by being physically present and writing an exam in class) that they are the one who wrote the papers.  Second, they need to show that they embody the basic abilities we expect of all college students: that they can make independent, analytical connections between challenging readings without help from us or other students in the class. 
If students can write comprehensible prose on the exam, then they are ready for other writing-intensive college courses where in-class writing on exams may play a bigger role in their grades than take-home essays. If students make writing errors so numerous or severe that they impede meaning or if they are not able to formulate a project that helps them make connections between texts, then they are not ready to pass 101.

Please accommodate students with disabilities.
Students with documented disabilities and those for whom English is a second language may need extra time for proofreading their work. You should already know who these students are, and you should make arrangements individually with them. In most cases, such students need no more than ten or fifteen minutes after the class period ends.  Sometimes they may need extra time at a Writing Center or in your office.
Conduct a hands-off preparation session.
You should announce the assigned reading for the exam – again, a new selection from The New Humanities Reader – at least week before the exam day. And you should set aside a day for class discussion of that reading.  But you should be as hands-off as possible on the preparation day, recognizing that the final is a test of the abilities they carry with them.

On the exam preparation day, the focus should be on active peer discussion with no lecture.  You might put them in small groups and ask them to prepare mock final exam questions, after which the whole class can discuss the results. Or, you could ask students in small groups to extract and define key ideas from the new reading, and then have a member from each groups report to the whole class. Or you might have them begin to make connections between the new reading and previous readings, by finding a quotation from each and beginning to make connections between them, followed again by group presentations to the whole class on the results.  In any event, the activity should involve active collaboration with no lecture.
You could also devote some of this period to discussing the challenges of the in-class essay exam format. Because we always want students to mark up their readings, and to be thinking of connections among readings as they read, you should encourage students to take advantage of the open-book format by making notes in the margins of the readings, especially the kind that allows for easy cross referencing between readings. You can remind students of the basic features common to all of your assignment questions, the basic “moves” that our version of expository writing requires, the value placed on “connective thinking,” the purpose and importance of an introductory paragraph, the use of textual evidence etc.

Write your exam question for your weakest student.  

Your exam question must require students to write about a new reading (their seventh selection from The NHR) and at least one other reading covered during the semester. We expect that virtually all students who have written passing papers consistently by the end of the semester will pass the exam. In order to bring about this happy ending, you should write an exam question that sets a reasonable task for students, keeping in mind that students will not see the actual exam questions until the start of the exam, that they have only eighty minutes in which to write the exam, and that they will have no time for revision or peer review.

Thus your question should be as brief and straightforward as possible – no longer than half a page. Please avoid long ruminative lead-ups, big block quotations, or multiple subsidiary questions. And please ask a question that students can answer under the given conditions. Your question might require students to use the new reading to re-envision the most notable issue or problem of the semester, or it might focus on a new issue or problem raised by the new reading, which students would then use earlier readings to address. Following are some examples, which should help you to write your own question. If you want help with your question, please show a draft of it to a Writing Program Director on your campus.

Example Question:

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Please consider them an endangered species, these people who still have this faith, this living relationship with the river,” Mishra says with passion. “If birds can be saved, if plants can be saved, let this species of people be saved by granting them holy water” (Stille).

In “The Ganges’ Next Life,” Alexander Stille focuses on Veer Bhadra Mishra’s collaboration with William Oswald to use “sustainable technology” to clean up India’s holy river. Stille is intrigued by Mishra’s “complex double identity” and spends much of his piece trying to make sense of how Mishra can be both a devout Hindu and a scientist at the same time. Stille seems surprised that Mishra can maintain such an identity.

For your final essay, I would like you to use Stille and one of the other authors we’ve read this semester to discuss the challenges that individuals face in contemporary society. In formulating your answer, you will want to make certain that you define what Stille means by “complex double identity” and that you provide specific examples of how the other author you’ve selected defines the challenges confronting individuals in contemporary society.

More sample questions can be found at a final exam archive maintained at this address:

http://www.rci.rutgers.edu/~goeller/mentoring/archive/final_exam_questions/

Grade the final exam pass / fail.
Collect the exams at the end period and grade them before your final folder review session. The exams are to be graded on a Pass/Fail basis: in pencil write P or F on the exam booklet cover, and record the grades. No comments are necessary, as you will not return the exams to students. Instead, you will turn the exams over at final folder review, and we will keep them on file, in the event of student grade appeals. The student’s performance on the final exam affects his/her grade in this sense only: students who fail the exam fail the course, and students who pass the exam receive a final course grade reflecting their sustained level achievement in the course.  

Understanding that the grading criteria for the final exam depend in part on the particular question you write, and that your grading should take the special circumstances of the exam into account, we can nevertheless offer this rule of thumb: Any exam that doesn’t meet the criteria for a “C” essay, as cited below, is probably not passing, with the proviso that a passing final exam should probably be no shorter than four pages of exam booklet or make no less than 3 distinct points in support of their argument (equaling at least 3 body paragraphs). Remember that you will have a chance to discuss any problematic exams during folder review.   

	Please do not tell students their grades on the exam, or for the course as whole, until AFTER you have had final folder review!




A Passing Exam: 

· A passing exam paper demonstrates some success in engaging with the assigned readings: the paper shows that the student can choose key passages from the essays, define key terms, and apply those terms to examples from other moments in the essay or to other essays. Although a passing paper may include summary, the quality of the summary demonstrates significant reading comprehension and often helps the student move into independent analysis. 

· A passing exam paper demonstrates the student's ability to work with more than one reading and to create meaningful connections between assigned readings. Papers often achieve a passing grade by demonstrating one outstanding or two significant moments of analysis in an otherwise flawed or undistinguished performance. 

· Passing exams often create coherent relationships between paragraphs even if they have not developed a larger organizational structure. 

· In a passing exam paper there is evidence of an emerging project—something the student wants the paper to accomplish—or the beginnings of a focus or argument. 

· A passing exam paper has sentence-level errors under control. Although errors may appear on each page, they do not significantly impede meaning and patterns of error are mostly under control.

If you have any questions about specific exams or specific final grades, please contact a Writing Program Director or bring them up during final folder review.

