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PREPARING FOR THE DIPLOMA EXAM 

PART A:  Written Response

1.  Review
•
Choose two or three selections of literature or film that you enjoyed from the course.  Be sure the selections are flexible to allow you to write on almost any possible topic.  (FOR THE EXAM DO NOT WRITE ON ALL THREE; THIS IS IN PREPARATION FOR CHOOSING THE MOST APPROPRIATE SELECTION ONCE YOU SEE THE ACTUAL EXAM TOPIC for the Literary Exploration Assignment)

•
Reread these selections and/or make summary notes.  These notes should include:


-name of selection and author's first and last name (correctly spelled)


-names of the characters (correctly spelled)


-key characteristics of the protagonist or narrator including brief,                                                                      
 vivid illustrating quotations


-significant details of setting


-list of any important symbols, images, metaphors, ironies, etc.


-brief statement of theme(s), with illustrating quotations

•
Memorize the details.  Be prepared to connect these details to insightful ideas relevant to the topic.

•
Reread previous essays or writing assignments you have written; pay attention to both weaknesses and strengths.

•
Reread various sample essays to review further details, organizational patterns, smooth transitions, variety in sentence structure, variety in vocabulary.  

2.  Test Yourself
•
Test your memory by constant review of summaries and selections.

•
Test your ability to write a Thesis/Controlling idea relevant to a variety of topics using all of your chosen selections.  Remember, your thesis must express theme about the topic.

•
Test your ability to organize quickly by outlining several essays on several topics using a variety of selections.  Each outline should include the thesis and the topic sentences for each subsequent paragraph, each one focusing clearly on some facet of the thesis.  This is the most important test of all.  If you cannot do it in the calm of the present, imagine how you will feel when your immediate future is dependent on the outcome!

•
Test your ability to expand upon theme, as you will need to do in a conclusion.  Remember, the conclusion is the last thing the markers will read before assigning a grade.  Don't disappoint them!

•
Write, write, write.  Through all your review and testing of yourself, do not simply stare at selections or at blank sheets of paper.  Only by actually putting pen to paper will you discover what you need to know about your readiness to write quickly on any topic.

3.  Find and read your BULLETIN (the handout with notes of interest regarding the Diploma Exam, Parts A and B).

4. Review the Pilot exam/previous exams kept on file at the school

5. Preview Samples of Students’ Writing (see your teacher for these); they include evaluations and explanations of the marking criteria.

6. Review the marking guides that will be used to assess your assignments.  Be familiar with the evaluator’s criteria.

7. Optional:  set up an appointment to discuss your literature of choice with your instructor.  Bring your review charts and we can discuss specific elements/details that you may want to explore in the Diploma Exam.  (Please don’t leave this until the last minute.)

THE NIGHT BEFORE THE WRITTEN EXAM:

•
Have your dictionary, thesaurus, pens (bring more than 2 blue or black ink pens), liquid paper, and your ID card (if necessary) in an obvious location where you will have to trip over these supplies to get out the door of your house.  Nothing will rattle you more than having to hunt for this stuff under your bed the morning of the exam, except perhaps forgetting it altogether!  So be prepared.  (The Part B portion of your exam; the multiple choice, requires that you only use an HB pencil).

•
Lay out comfortable, loose clothes so that you do not have to make major fashion decisions in the morning.

•
Because you have reviewed well ahead of this night, you need not cram.  Please read over your summary notes and be in bed by nine o'clock at the latest.  There is nothing more valuable you can bring to an essay exam than a well-rested mind.

•
Set two alarm clocks.  Being late will make you feel frazzled.


ON THE DAY OF THE EXAM:

•
Eat a nutritious, light breakfast.  If you eat nothing, your brain won't work; if you eat too much, your brain may fall asleep during the exam.

•
Plan to arrive at school at least half an hour before the exam

•
Be calm.  Avoid last minute, desperate cramming.



DURING THE EXAM:

•
Remain calm and plan carefully.  You have 3 hours to complete the Part A examination. Budget your time.  This is essential.  Make sure you complete all assignments.  Use the suggested time given for each section of the exam.

•
Read the whole exam initially—remember you have 3 sections of assignments to complete and you must complete all three of them in the allotted time.

•
Begin with the part of the exam that makes you feel most comfortable so that you get off to a positive start.  

•
Underline the purpose of the assignment.  Make sure you know what is asked for.

· You may use the following print or electronic references:  an English and/or bilingual dictionary; a thesaurus; and an authorized writing handbook.

· Space is provided in the booklets for planning and for your written work.

· Use blue or black ink for your written work.

     







Visual Reflection:  Visual assignments may include:  photographs, posters, advertisements, paintings, illustrations/drawings, cartoons, artwork, etc. and they could range from traditional/historical to modern/contemporary versions. 
1.  Examine the visual carefully.  On the initial planning page jot down the Visual Communication details that you see including: 
                     Color                 Line            Form

           Focus

 Shape          Space

                Lighting 
           Texture
Shading

    Plus, consider any other emphasis the creator/artist/photographer may      

    be exploring.  After looking at your jot notes try to determine a theme  
    that might be presented (a theme is a generalization about life stated in 
    one sentence).  Using a thematic statement may help to focus your ideas      
    and tie your details together.

2. The assignment will ask you to answer the question:  “What idea does the visual communicate to you?”  Support your response by referring to specific details from the visual.  Try to incorporate all major details.

3.  The assignment will also suggest:
--  Select a prose form (written) that is appropriate to the ideas you wish to express and that will enable you to effectively communicate to the reader.
 --  Discuss ideas and impressions that are meaningful to you.  
 --  Respond from a personal, critical, and/or creative perspective.
 --  Consider how you can create a strong unifying effect.

4. You may want to organize your writing by discussing the visual from top to bottom, left to right, from the center outwards, from what is in focus to out of focus, or what is predominantly focused on, etc.  OR use the Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How method.  You may also want to try a creative approach like putting yourself inside the visual and responding appropriately.  
5. Remember this will be the first assignment the markers will look at and it will be your chance to make an excellent first impression.  Try to respond accurately, vividly, and interestingly to the visual given.  Write in prose form (complete sentences and paragraphs).

6. Don’t make personal criticisms (i.e. “What a dumb picture” or “I can’t see anything of importance”) Being negative and critical will not win you bonus points with the markers. 

7. You are to consider how the composition of the visual communicates a main idea.  You may or may not agree with the main idea of the visual but you will be asked to reflect on it.  You may or may not particularly like the visual given to you, but again, you must respond nonetheless.  Try to be focused and positive.  Give it your best shot.  

8. Spend approximately 30 minutes on the Visual Reflection, and I would suggest writing approximately 2-3 pages.  

9. Think of a creative title for this assignment.

10. Have an interesting concluding paragraph to this assignment perhaps reflecting on why you think the artist chose to create this visual.  Perhaps tie in your thematic statement that you wrote about earlier.

11. Examine visuals that have been previously used in Diploma examinations (teacher has these on file) or those that are found in your textbook. Try to write various thematic statements on these.

Literary Exploration:  read the excerpt carefully and thoroughly.  Usually under the heading:  The Assignment, an explanation of the excerpt is given just in case you missed the point of it.  

· Suggested time for this section is 45 minutes.  I would also suggest writing 5-7 pages since this is the largest of the three writing assignments.

· Your assignment will usually be placed in a text box and it may or may not be boldfaced.  Read this section very carefully and do not hesitate to look up unfamiliar words in a dictionary.

· In your writing you must consider the details given in the excerpt.  This would be useful for your introduction.

· You must select supporting examples from literature or films that you studied in your English 30-2 class.  Select literary examples that are relevant to this assignment and interesting to you from the short stories, novels, plays, poetry, non-fiction, or films that you have studied.  You should focus your discussion on a particular character or situation from the literature studied.  You may choose your examples from more than one selection.


· Our own observations and experiences are useful in understanding the chosen topic as well.  Therefore, in your writing, you may also use your own relevant experiences and/or observations to support your ideas.

SUGGESTIONS

· Of the time you spend on the Literary Exploration, at least ten minutes should be devoted to planning, since careful planning will save you time in the long run.  

· Take special care with your main idea/thesis, making sure it focuses directly on the topic provided.  (If your essay is judged off-topic, it may be assigned a zero).  I have listed previously used topics for diploma exams later on in this booklet.

· A conventional but usually foolproof introduction is the "funneled"  type which moves from the general statement to a specific thesis by the last sentence of the opening paragraph.  The introduction must provide the literature and author you have chosen to write about.  

· You could write about the excerpt given in one-two paragraphs or mention it in your intro

· You could write the majority of your essay based on 1 or 2 pieces of literature we studied in class.

· Do not choose more than 2 pieces of literature to write about.  The topic given will be general enough to apply to a great deal of literature studied in English 30-2.  So, choose one of the most relevant pieces of literature that you have prepared.  

· 1-2 paragraphs could be about your personal experiences.

· Organize your discussion so that your ideas are clearly and effectively presented.  Make sure that the examples and details that you select are relevant and support your idea(s).

· Include vivid details throughout your assignments.  These details will make your writing clear, valid, and individualistic.  

· Be selective in detail.  Don't fall into plot summary; you will be severely penalized for this transgression.  Make sure every detail is clearly tied to the point of a given paragraph.  At the same time, you need to include enough detail so that even a reader unfamiliar with a particular selection can make sense of your essay.

· Remember, your conclusion should make your marker feel like saying, "Wow!" when he/she puts your paper down. Write an effective conclusion that ties your ideas together effectively and interestingly.

•
Strive for confident, fluent, natural expression.  Write as normally as possible so that your natural voice comes through--rather than that tortured one you imagine English teachers want to hear.  Don't go overboard with a thesaurus or with enormously long sentences.  (At the same time, avoid a succession of short, choppy sentences, and a preponderance of too ordinary word choices).  Strive for variety in both diction and syntax (sentence structure).  

•
Use transitions between paragraphs and between ideas within a paragraph 

•
Leave time to proofread.  Numerous errors (incomplete sentences, comma splices, failure to use the apostrophe in possessives, spelling mistakes) will bias the markers against your paper.  Markers are instructed to be stringent about mechanics.  Please ensure that you have spelled the character's and author's names correctly throughout your essay.

•
Make sure you have identified the authors and selections of literature you intend to use (there might be a space requesting this on the exam)
•
Have a well developed introduction (remember a paragraph is approximately 5-10 sentences). Have a conclusion that ties your ideas together and does not contradict the opening paragraph.  

•
Do not over-glorify the author of chosen literature.  

•
Do not try to write a rough and a good copy.  This is a waste of time.  Spend all of your time writing the finished copy.  Be as neat as possible.  If you use liquid paper, do not forget to make your corrections.  Writing that is difficult to read may lead a marker to confuse sloppiness with dim-wittedness and to penalize your paper accordingly.  Give yourself every advantage possible.  If you leave out a word, write it in neatly above with 
a carot (^) to indicate the addition.  If you leave out a whole section, give the marker polite instructions to "Please turn to p. 6 for an added 

     paragraph.  Thank you."  The marker will appreciate your good manners and follow clear directions.  

•
If you are typing your papers, you will still need to proofread your work carefully.  Save your work often, be familiar with all word processing details, and ensure that your printed work is indeed yours.  No names can appear on your paper, ID numbers only.  Format your work using an easy to read 12 or 14 point font such as Times New Roman.  Double space your final copy.  Staple your final printed work to the pages indicated for word-processed work for each section.  Hand in all work.  Indicate in the space provided on the back cover that you have attached word-processed pages.

•
Never be chatty with the markers in your essay.  Don't write personal information, jokes, doodles, swear words, slang, clichés, or apologies (i.e. "I never finished reading Hamlet, but I guess I'll try my best, here goes...")  

· Never, ever begin your essay with, "In this essay I am going to talk about..." Be more creative and intelligent sounding.

•
Underline or italicize titles of longer works (Taming of the Shrew, Death of a Salesman, The Suspect) and use quotation marks for shorter works and poems ("Supertoys Last all Summer Long", "The Road Not Taken")

•
Think of creative titles for your Visual Reflection and Literary Exploration and remember not to underline it.

Persuasive Writing in Context:  Read the situation described and use it to complete the assignment.

· You will be asked to write a speech or letter using a persuasive tone.

· You will probably be asked to accept or reject some proposal.  Be very clear about your position.  A wishy-washy response will not help you.  Be confident and sure of your choice.

· Consider your purpose and audience.

· Study the information provided before making your decision.  You can even highlight/circle/make notes, etc. on your copy.  It is, after all, your exam.

· Use the evidence given to support your decision.  Even briefly quote the evidence in your response.

· Use an appropriate tone.

· You will be given a student’s name and title as a persona (i.e. you are Jordan Samson, President of the Prosper High School Students’ Council)

THEMATIC SUBJECTS OF PREVIOUS DIPLOMA EXAMS:

gaining acceptance / experiencing intense joy / feeling pride of an accomplishment after reaching a goal / qualities of friendship / giving or receiving a special gift / revealing an unexpected side of him or herself / of being alone / a time of parting / responding to unexpected behaviors / sharing unforgettable situations / attitude towards accomplishment / parental success / boys’ and girls’ behavior / what do you believe makes an individual important, useful, or valuable to society? / character traits of people who are faced with difficult situations / life is made meaningful by establishing ties with others / achievement creates confidence and a sense of freedom / being comforted and strengthened by recognizing the connection between ourselves and the world around us / Do you believe that we are more influenced by the approval or disapproval of others than by what we think of ourselves? / What is your opinion of the idea that imagination can provide the inner strength people need to face difficult situations? / What is your opinion of the idea that an intense desire for success can actually contribute to failure? / People must look after themselves and expect no help from others. / choices, once made, must be followed through / in coping with great difficulty, people display the best sides of their character / our victories are almost always the ones we forge alone / personal growth and confidence comes to those who can seek out a challenge or take a risk / What is your opinion of the idea that we are strongly motivated by the need to prove ourselves? / the kinds of experiences that we have in real life determine our dreams and our hopes for the future / the power of right attitudes / confronting our fears provides us with a sense of achievement / certain people and experiences influence us in important ways / knowing what is right for you and where you belong gives you strength and power / a single event can significantly alter the way we live our lives / we gain personal satisfaction through genuine involvement / we can make important contributions through even the most ordinary of tasks / being open-minded / we discover passion and meaning when we are able to connect fully with things that are important to us / believing that you are not alone / facing the unknown or unexpected / people need something that creates comfort and security in their lives / consequences of our actions / how our environment shapes our perceptions / respect / being prepared to respond to changing circumstances / hope is an important quality / significant events can change an individual’s perspective
PART B:  The Multiple Choice Examination  

Time allotted:  3 hours

You may NOT use a dictionary, bilingual dictionary, thesaurus, or other reference materials.

This section of the exam is worth 50% of the total diploma examination mark and consists of 70 machine-scored questions based on readings from shorter texts and excerpts from extended texts.  Texts will include:  modern drama, poetry, songs, television scripts, non-fiction and response to non-fiction, fiction and non-fiction readings from a variety of literary sources (i.e. persuasive, personal, expository, biographical & autobiographical essays, and visual texts).  One set of questions is based on a “revision exercise” composed by a hypothetical student from Prosper High School.  Some texts will be linked:  they will have something like theme or genre in common.  Such linked texts will have questions that must be answered by thinking about the texts together.  For example, a question could be asked about the theme of two or more texts.

Visual Texts:  will be present within a text to enhance the students’ reading, or presented independently as a reading selection with questions.  Students will be asked to identify how elements of a photographic composition, photograph, poster, advertisement, or artwork convey meaning, relate to the purpose of the text, or contribute to the total effect of the text.

How to best prepare for the Reading Portion (Material used from the Diploma Examination Review Guide by Carl Horak, Michael Martin, and Dale Potts, Hendriks Publishing Ltd. 1997, Permission to reproduce):
1. Practice! Practice! Practice!  Your teacher has old exams on file with answer sheets.  Take the time to practice these and your test-taking skills will improve.

2. Thoroughly read the excerpts on the exam.  Since it is a reading comprehension exam don’t just skim the readings and attempt to answer the multiple-choice questions.  You have plenty of time to read and re-read selections so do so.  

3.  If a question asks you to refer back to the reading selection go back and examine those lines/paragraphs in detail.  It will help you focus on something specific.

4. There are a variety of strategies students can use to complete a multiple-choice exam.  Some techniques work better with some genres than others.  Try each of the three approaches listed below, and then select whichever technique works best for you.  Note that a “question stem” is a phrase that you complete by choosing one correct answer.  Some students:

· Quickly read the selection, read all the question stems, then reread the selection carefully and, finally, choose their answers.

· Carefully read the selection, read the questions and then make their choices.

· Read the stems carefully first to get a general understanding of the selection, read the selection and then make their choices.


5. Use an HB pencil and score the answer sheet carefully and make your selections clear.  Any stray marks placed on your answer sheet could cost you vital marks.  Erase your corrections completely.

6. Answer all questions.  Don’t leave any blank.  

7. Carefully read any introductory notes before beginning the selection.  These generally provide important information.

8. Footnotes are important to help your understanding.  Read them carefully.

9. You may mark up, underline, or highlight any part of the exam.

10.  Pay attention to the bold-faced words in the questions.  Words like Mainly, Best, and Most indicate that all four choices are partially right.  Only one is correct, however.  

11. Trust your judgment.  Frequently your first choice is the correct one.

12. Do not be tempted to choose a sophisticated-looking word, especially if you do not know its meaning.  Unfamiliar words should be examined carefully.  Meaning might be found in the prefixes or suffixes of such words.  Look at the word in context for clues too.  

13. Read each question carefully.  Do not skim and leap to a conclusion when you see certain words that you think will lead you to a correct response.

14. Manage your time carefully and do not spend too much time on one genre or question.  Allow sufficient time at the end to check that every question has been completed. 

15. Try to relax before beginning the examination.  Clear your mind of any distractions and focus on the task at hand.  Take several deep breaths and relax.  Then begin the examination.
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YOU MUST COMPLETE ALL ASSIGNMENTS.


SECTION I:  Visual Reflection (10% of exam mark)


SECTION II:  Literary Exploration (25% of exam mark)


SECTION III:  Persuasive Writing in Context (15% of exam mark)





Finally, I want you to do well, your parents want you to do well, and the markers want you to do well.  Knock our socks off with the perceptiveness of your mind, the brilliance of your detail, and the fluency of your style!
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