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Tips and Tricks for Succeeding on the 
Short-Essay Portion of the Mid-Term


I. Be specific and detailed


A. Avoid generalizations
B. Use specific examples


1. Focus on a specific song, not just a performer
C. Avoid exaggeration and hyperbole


1. Avoid words such as “best,” “everybody,” “always,” etc.
D. Use full names of performers, songs, and albums.


1. When you use a name the second time, use just the last name, not just the first.
E. Discuss specific instruments and the way they are played, or a singer’s unique vocal 


style
II. Be as descriptive as possible


A. Use specific moments from a song as an example for your point.
1. You can use time or section markers to locate a moment (“at 1:01 into the song…” or 


“during the second verse”)
2. Quote a phrase from the lyrics


B. Use vocabulary learned in class if possible (timbre, riff, bluesy, etc.)
1. If you don’t know a term’s meaning, look it up


2. If we haven’t used a term to describe what you’re referring to, be creative (but 
precise)


3. Avoid non-descriptive slang (“vibe,” “dancey,” “awesome,” etc.)
III. Pay attention to grammar and style


A. Organize your thoughts into paragraphs. Each new idea gets its own paragraph.
B. Stay in one tense (present is usually best)


1. “In this song, Queen switches musical styles from verse to verse.”
C. Write simple, direct, active sentences (avoid wordiness, passive voice, and complicated 


sentence structures).
D. Spell names correctly


E. Don’t refer to the class (“In the class lecture, the professor said that ….”)
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