Essays

In the written part of the exam, like the European exam, there are three questions to be answered.  The first part is the document-based question (DBQ).  The second part is two free-response essays.  The two essays are very different and must be addressed according to the correct criteria.  Both of the essays are graded according to a predetermined rubric.  If you are not sure of the grading rubric, find out.  An overview is included in this section.

Document-Based Question

The DBQ in World History is very similar to the DBQ in European History.  Both essays are graded according to a rubric.  The rubrics are the same except for one point, which will be discussed later.  For a DBQ question the student is expected, first and foremost to analyze the documents. 

First read the question and make sure you know what you are being asked to do.  Before you start writing you will have ten minutes to examine the documents – use this time wisely.  Look at each document individually and see what information relates to the question.  I always suggest that as soon as you can you make notes – this will help you later and save time.  On the World DBQ there will be fewer documents than on the European exam, but the documents are usually longer.  

Take a few minutes after reading the question to make sure you know what the question is asking and what is the time period involved.  Jot down a few ideas that reflect global events even if you can’t think of anything specific.  This may help you recollect information later and outside information will enhance your essay.  

Do not panic if you are not familiar with the authors, or even with the topic.  Outside information always helps but it is not crucial.  The information you need will come from the documents.  Identify the key words in the question i.e. analyze, describe, compare and contrast.  It is very important that you remember to follow those instructions throughout the essay.  

Look at the information that is given in the attribute (the source of the document).  Who is the author? When was it written? What is the occupation of the author? And other bits of information like this will help you determine tone, bias, and most importantly point of view.  You will have to group the documents to create a good essay and get the maximum available points.  This is relatively essay and should be something you do while you are reading the documents.  A grouping may be by profession, gender, political philosophy, nationality, for or against an issue.  Be careful not to create a grouping that doesn’t exist.  The grouping must be relevant to the topic.

Organize your information so you can use it.  Write your thesis statement and be sure to include the main ideas of the question, but don’t just restate the question.  If you are asked to ‘compare and contrast’ make sure you tell the reader that you will be comparing and contrasting.  The reader should get a clear idea of what you are discussing and where you are going from the thesis.  Also, make a point of mentioning your groups in the thesis statement.  This will help the reader identify your groups later.  

The one part of the DBQ that always gives students the most difficulty is identifying the point of view (POV).  Once you are familiar with identifying POV the essay should be easy.  POV is simply the point of view of the author.  

For example - if there is a document by the head football coach of a major university and he said in a newspaper article, “We will win the championship” that should not be a surprise.  When writing about POV a student must say what the POV is and why it is POV.  

For example - “This is not a very valid source because one would expect the head football coach to make that statement because his job is probably based on the success of the program.”

Another example would be if a member of the president’s cabinet said something supporting the president’s policies.  This, once again would show bias and not be a good source.  Try to find POV in every document you use.  It can’t hurt your essay, but occasionally it can help if you give as much of the attribute as possible.  

For example – In the letter written by British prime minister Harold Wilson and published in the Times in 1973 . . .  

Use as many documents as you can, all if it is possible.  The one difference between the European exam and the World exam is that on the World DBQ the student must identify which document is missing, for example – there are no documents written by women or by the church.  The rubric for grading the DBQ is available on the collegeboard website.  Make sure you know what is involved.

The best sources to use are personal documents because they are written for private use.

For example – If there is an entry from a diary, a student could make a comment about the fact the diary is material in the diary is probably a true reflection of what the person thought because information in a diary is usually confidential.

By analyzing the documents, giving the attribute, and carefully grouping the documents you should have few problems with the DBQ.  And remember – by scoring well on the DBQ you remove the pressure from having to do well on the multiple choice!

One last piece of advice – don’t write any conclusions until you have completely finished all three essays.  If your essays don’t have a conclusion it may not affect your score.  If you only manage to write two and half essays, but have great conclusions on your two essays you will lose points for the unfinished third essay.  Here is what I tell my students.  When you have completed all the essays, go back and quickly write 3 concluding statements.  This should not be too hard because a conclusion should be a restatement of what you have done.  

Change over Time Essay

The first option deals with change over time.  The student must be able to demonstrate that they fully understand the political, social, economic, etc factors that have been instrumental in changing a region across different time periods.  The classic example for this type of essay would deal with migration to and/or from a particular and the impact of that migration.  First, read the question and make sure you know what is being asked.  Make notes on your booklet and underline key words to help you remember.  

a) The essay must have a solid thesis that clearly analyzes the question and leaves the reader with no doubt about the direction of the essay.  After a person has read the thesis they should be able to stop reading and tell you exactly what the essay will be about and how the question will be answered.  
b) The essay must address most of the issues being proposed, but does not have to address all the issues nor do they have to be addressed evenly.  However, to score the extra points you should try to address all the issues in an even and unbiased manner
c) Each answer much have ample evidence i.e. facts to support the thesis.  See wow points below
d) Does show that there has been change over time.  The student must identify what existed originally and then they must show that there was a change and also what did not change.  

Comparative Essay

The second option deals with making a comparative analysis of two specific regions or major themes.  Make sure you read the question and you select the items to be compared.   
a) The essay must have a solid thesis that clearly analyzes the question and leaves the reader with no doubt about the direction of the essay.
b) The essay must address most of the issues being proposed, but does not have to address all the issues nor do they have to be addressed evenly.  However, to score the extra points you should try to address all the issues in an even and unbiased manner.
c) Each answer much have ample evidence i.e. facts to support the thesis.  See wow points below.
d) Gives several, and the more the better, comparisons between the two topics in question.

e) Give similarities and differences.

How to write the answer

There is no substitute for knowledge and the best way to express that knowledge is through the written word.  In today’s academic world it is vital that a student be able to write a clear and concise essay directly pertaining to the question being asked.  Writing an essay is important; hence the information in this disk is constructed in such a way as to empower the student to write informative, analytical, and concise essays.  What many students miss in their essays are what I call “wow points.”  These are gems of information that clearly identify the writer as a capable and qualified student of history.   

When a reader evaluates an essay he or she is looking for two very different and specific items.  First, they want to know that you understand what it is you are discussing.  Second, they want to be impressed by your knowledge of the subject - hence 'wow points'.  Every time you can make the reader say, "wow" you have made an impression.  So how does one go about scoring wow points?

First, make sure you know how to define your essay.  If no dates are given then provide dates.  Be able to identify a significant event for the beginning and the end.  Or, conversely give the dates for the events that have been identified. If you know that Galileo died in the year that Newton was born then you have an excellent transition in which you have shown an appreciable understanding of events.

Second, give the names of people involved, in the correct chronological order.  But if you really want to impress give the author, the work they wrote, and the date in which the work was written.

Third, you must always relate the events of the question to other aspects of history that are taking place at the same time.  For example: the Religious Wars took place at the same time as the Scientific Revolution.

Fourth, grammar, spelling, and handwriting, may not count against you.  While this statement is true it may lead some students to a false sense of security.  While poor usage of the English language may not adversely affect your score, it certainly won’t enhance your chances of getting a good grade.  Educators are human.  Anything you, as a student can do to enhance your chances should be utilized.  

Approach the essay from the perspective of having one chance to demonstrate just how smart and well prepared you are.  A well written clearly thought out essay is a pleasure to grade, by using this disk and the information there is no reason why your grades should not start to improve.
