 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Core Structure of Essay Writing

(by Warren Hierl, AP history teacher Career Center, Winston-Salem, NC,

modified by John Struck, and Thomas F. Sleete, teachers at Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology, Alexandria, VA 
1. There is ONLY ONE best choice and arrangement of words to express a given idea.

2. You are writing to impress an AP reader who will have approximately two minutes with your essay. You must convince the reader that you are an intelligent life form at the outset.





3. Read the question carefully and focus your discussion on directly answering the question. Be certain you answer the question you are asked. AP free response in recent years have tended to emphasize the following:

· Analyzing the impact of an event or concept on some aspect of American society.

· Analyzing the relative importance of various factors on an event or concept.

· Analyzing the extent to which a historical stereotype is true for a given period or concept.

· Analyzing the reasons which cause a particular movement to develop.

· Comparing and contrasting differing attitudes toward a general concept.

Analyze means examine HOW and WHY.

4. Always use the following 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.

I. Well developed thesis statement that directly answers the question. Additional statements which establish time the frame reference and organization of your paper.


II. The body of your paper should be set up with support paragraphs:

The first support paragraph is the most important/strongest argument. The topic sentence is stated in a manner which directly answers the question. This sentence is followed by:

1. Most important specific relevant factual information (SFRI) that demonstrates both knowledge of the material and an understanding of how this information supports your thesis (COMPLEX SENTENCE).



2. Next most important, same as above.



3. Next most important, same as above.



4. Next most important, same as above.

5. Clincher sentence which ties the paragraph directly back to the thesis.



The second, third, ... support paragraphs are in order of importance.

(ALL paragraphs begin with a topic sentence that directly answers the question. Factual support is written in the same manner as above.)
III. Conclusion which synthesizes the topic sentences and directly relates back to the question.

5. “Hit ‘em with a brick.” Begin with a well-developed thesis statement which does more than repeat the question. Establish the organization of the essay in one or two additional statements (time frame & organization). This will get you thinking about logical flow and also lend predictability to the essay for the reader.

6. Begin each paragraph with a topic sentence which defends your thesis statement and directly answers the question and support it with as much specific relevant factual information as you can. Use the names, dates, places, events, and terminology of history (i.e., use terms like ‘salutary neglect’). 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” or “laundry list” essays in which you merely throw-up information in a random manner without relating it back to your thesis.

7. “Kill the darn cat.” Keep the essay focused on answering the question. Combine thoughts into clear, concise, sophisticated sentences. Make the important factual information the subject of your sentence. A complete historical thought is a cause/effect relationship so show cause/effect relationships in single sentences. Avoid wordiness!

“See Fluffy run, Fluffy runs past Dick. The grass is wet. See Fluffy run past Jane. Dick has a stick. The sun is shining. Hear baby cry. Fluffy runs into the road, and was hit by a car.”



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



8. End each paragraph with a clincher sentence that ties the entire paragraph back to the thesis statement.

9. 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.

10. Essays must always be written in dark blue or 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. Use only PAST TENSE and DO NOT attempt to make your essay relevant to today’s world. Use only third person. Avoid starting sentences with pronouns or general terms like “this.” Use active voice as much as possible. Avoid contractions like “aren’t” and “isn’t” write words out. It is acceptable to use abbreviations throughout the essay provided the term is spelled out the first time you use it. Also, use FULL NAMES of individuals the first time you mention them, it is then acceptable to identify them by last name.

11. Long essays are not always good essays, but short essays are almost never good essays. Don’t be locked into preconceived notions of length or five paragraph essays. Budget your time. It is imperative that you give each essay your best shot. In all likelihood you will score higher by attempting both free response questions than by concentrating your efforts on one to the exclusion of the other.

12. The question every reader asks themselves at the end of an essay is, “how sophisticated a knowledge of history has this student demonstrated in this essay?” The demonstrated level of sophistication will ultimately determine the final grade.
