Instructions and Helpful Tips on Essay Writing

1.
Writing is thinking on paper.  It doesn’t matter how well you say nothing, it’s still nothing. In other words, if you write a literary masterpiece that doesn't answer the question, you have wasted my time and yours.

2.
Read the question carefully and focus your discussion on directly answering that question.  Be certain you answer the question you are asked.  AP Free response questions on the AP U.S. History exam in recent years have tended to emphasize the following:

· Analyzing or assessing the IMPACT of an event or concept on some aspect of American society 

· Analyzing or assessing the RELATIVE IMPORTANCE of various factors on an event or concept

· Analyzing or assessing the EXTENT to which a historical stereotype/event is true for a given period or concept

· Analyzing or assessing the CAUSE & EFFECT of a particular movement or event

· COMPARING and CONTRASTING differing attitudes toward a general concept or particular policy.

Analyze means:  examine HOW and WHY.
3. Always use the following format in organizing your essay.  A predictable format will make it easier for the reader to extract information from your essay.  Use the question as a logical cue as to how the essay should be organized (categories). 

 USE THE CORE STRUCTURE
I. Thesis:  Write a well developed thesis statement that directly repeats and answers the question in a complete sentence, takes a position (interpretation), and establishes organizational categories for following paragraphs. Your thesis statement should NOT be longer than two sentences.

1st Category Paragraph 


 A. Most important topic sentence which introduces the category to be discussed, directly answer 
the question, and takes a position on this particular category.


1. Most important specific factual information (SFI) which demonstrates both knowledge of 

 the material and an understanding of how this information supports the thesis.

 *** In other words, explain how and why your information is supportive of your topic sentence which in turn supports your thesis and answers the question. If you fail to do this I will write “inc.” (Incomplete) .Make sure your topic paragraph stays on topic and flows together!







2nd Category Paragraph



B. Next most important topic sentence which introduces the category to be discussed, directly 
answers the question, and takes a position on this particular category.



1.
Most important specific factual information (SFI) which demonstrates both knowledge of 


the material and an understanding of how this information supports your thesis 



(interpretive commentary).






3rd Category Paragraph



C. Next most important topic sentence which introduces the category to be discussed, directly 
answers the question, and takes a position on this particular category.



1.
Most important specific factual information (SFI) which demonstrates both  




knowledge of the material and an understanding of how this information supports 

      

your thesis (interpretive commentary).



4.
Make a good 1st impression! Begin with a well-developed thesis statement that does more than repeat the question.  It should (1) answer the question, (2) take a position, and (3) establish organizational categories.  This will get you thinking about logical flow and also lend predictability to the essay for the reader.

5.
Begin each paragraph with a topic sentence which defends your thesis and directly answers the question, and support it with as much specific factual information as you can.  Use the names, dates, places, events, and terminology of history.  Do not merely list or describe information but use it to prove your thesis.  Explain how and why the specific information supports your point of view.  Avoid "vomit" essays in which you merely throw-up information in a random manner without relating it back to your thesis.

6.  Keep the essay focused on answering the question. The essay should tell a story that has order, flow and coherent logic. Make the important factual information the subject of your sentence. Show cause/effect relationships throughout the essay!  Avoid wordiness!  Example:


Bad:


"See Spot run.  Spot runs past Baby.  The grass is wet.  See Spot run past Jane.  Baby has a stick.  The sun is shining.  Hear Baby cry.  Spot runs into the road.  Spot gets hit by a car."


Good:


"While running across the yard to avoid being hit by a stick that Baby was swinging, Spot was blinded by the morning sun reflecting off the dewy grass, ran into the road, and was hit by a car."

7.
Always focus on the complexity of history.  Demonstrate that you understand the concept of multi-causation/ multi-effect.  Bring as much depth and breadth into the essay as possible.

8.
Essays must always be written in dark blue or dark black ink.  Penmanship, spelling, and grammar make a difference because they subconsciously affect the ability of the reader to extract information from your essay and they interfere with the logical flow of the essay.  You may type your essay if you desire. 

9. Long essays are not always good essays, but short essays are almost never good essays. The proper length is however long it takes you to FULLY ANSWER THE QUESTION.
10. Grading will be based on how well students prove their thesis (i.e. logical development and flow, quality and quantity of  specific factual information, focus of the factual information on directly answering the question, level of sophistication, etc.).
