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                         AP US History
Exam Format: AP United States History 

  The exam is three hours and five minutes long. In Section I, students answer 80 multiple-choice questions in 55 minutes. In Section II, students are given 15 minutes to plan and 45 minutes to write an essay on the document-based question (DBQ), and 70 minutes to answer two essay questions. Suggested time to be spent on each of the essay questions is 5 minutes of planning and 30 minutes of writing.

		% of Grade

	Number of Questions

	Total Time Allotted

	Reading Period


	Section I

	50

	80

	55 minutes

	
	Section II

	50

			 


	Part A

	1 DBQ Essay

	60 minutes

	15 minutes


	Part B

	1 Essay

	35 minutes

	5 minutes


	Part c

	1 Essay

	35 minutes

	5 minutes



	


Though DBQ topics vary, the strategies for writing responses to them are consistent. Understanding and practicing these techniques ensure that studentsare more comfortable when they confront this portion of the exam. 
Techniques for effectively responding to a DBQ:

• Read the question carefully. Restate in your own words what the question requires. Determine what analysis is demanded. Remember that you are to emphasize analysis and not merely describe a historical event or simply discuss documents.

• Do not immediately turn to the documents. Try to plan your response as if you do not have any

documents to assist you. Avoid relying entirely on the documents and aim instead for equal parts

information and documents. Keep in mind that the question will always be on issues that are widely discussed and studied.

• Brainstorm a list of all the possible outside (non-document-based) information you might use in answering the question. You do not need to use all of this information, and you may later add to the list. But if you do not have this list in front of you, you may later forget to include important examples. Your essay must include a substantial amount of outside factual information. Just as you cannot score well on this question if you fail to include analysis of a substantial number of documents, you cannot be successful if your essay lacks specific outside information.

• Try to formulate a tentative thesis statement before you read the documents. Be sure that your

thesis statement fully answers the question, takes a position, and establishes the categories you will discuss and analyze. You may have to adjust this thesis once you look at the documents, but having a tentative one in mind will help you structure your essay and use the documents appropriately. Organizing your essay can be a challenge; the key to successful organization is to identify the categories you will use to dissect and respond to the question. This will help you develop and articulate an effective thesis.

• Think about the organization of your essay. Sometimes the way the question is formulated provides a structure; it defines categories for analysis. 

• Now, move to the documents and examine each document. If you are using a chart, place the documents in the appropriate cells. Do not use the documents in the order in which they appear—this can lead to a bad habit called “laundry listing,” which may inhibit you from writing an essay with a strong synthesis. Rather, it is better to group them into categories. Remember that you do not need to use every document, but you must use a majority of them.

• Once you have developed a list of outside information and have studied and analyzed the

documents, begin to write. Keep in mind that this is not an exercise in merely describing the content of documents. (Remember that on exam day, you will have a 15-minute planning period in which to prepare for writing the essay.)

• When you have used the document, you may write (A) or (Doc A) at the end of the reference to

the document. This is not essential, but it can help you and the Reader keep track of the number of documents you have used. Do not take credit for using a document if you merely assert something that you know independently. Neither should you merely paraphrase a document. Avoid lengthy quotations from the documents. You are to be the author of this essay, not the editor.

• Show that you understand how the essence of the document relates to your thesis. Extract the

main idea of the document relative to the question. Never begin a sentence with “Document A

says . . .” or “In document A . . .” The subject of your sentence should be the author or the idea of the document. For example write, “In his letter to Gideon Granger, Jefferson reiterates his support for

the traditional Republican principle of limited government,” instead of writing, “Document A talks about Jefferson’s view of government.”

• Attempt to ascertain why each document has been given to you; most should trigger recollection of outside information. Carefully analyze each one to determine how it can support your thesis. Clearly relate each document you use back to your thesis. Draw inferences from the documents. Many can be used to support both sides of the question. Notice that some documents appear to contradict others. This is a typical dilemma for historians (and you are the historian here). You can deal with this difficulty in one of two ways. You can opt not to use a problematic document. However, the most sophisticated students welcome ambiguity and tackle it, trying to account for apparent inconsistencies. Be sure to examine sources for bias.

• Remember that your score on the DBQ will be based on how well you develop a strong thesis,

integrate outside information, and use the documents for support. Use your own interpretive

commentary to analyze both outside information and the documents, clearly showing how and why they support your ideas. Practice makes perfect. The more DBQ responses you write, the easier it gets. By the time the May exam arrives, you should feel comfortable with writing a DBQ response and may find yourself actually enjoying the experience!
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AP US History 

A Basic Writing Model for the AP Exam

Writing timed essays for the AP U.S. History Exam puts students under tremendous stress. The best preparation for writing any essay is to master the subject matter. But also useful is a structured essay format, reinforced throughout the year, which provides students with a level of comfort that allows them to present the information they know in an organized way. When the format of the essay becomes second-nature, students can concentrate on factual knowledge rather than structure. The following model provides a clear, repeatable format designed to both simplify the writing process and showcase the students’ knowledge.

• Begin with a well-developed thesis statement that does three things:

Directly answers the question

Takes a position (interpretation)

Establishes organizational categories

Some teachers prefer essays in which students state their thesis in the first sentence, whereas others prefer that they funnel down to a thesis at the end of an introductory paragraph. As long as the thesis statement does the above three things, the placement doesn’t matter.

• Begin each paragraph with a topic sentence that does three things:

Directly addresses the question

Introduces a particular category

Takes a position on that category

The topic sentence should always give the student something to prove in the paragraph. When students do not have a position to argue, they tend to merely list or describe factual information, losing focus on the specific question they are asked.

• Each paragraph should contain four components:

Topic sentence (components listed above)

Relevant specific factual information (as much as the student can bring to bear)

Interpretative commentary (analysis) that states how and/or why the factual information

supports the thesis (this should occur throughout the paragraph)

Clincher sentence (ties the entire paragraph directly back to the thesis) or a transition statement

(creates a logical link between paragraphs)

Students should fully develop their ideas by making direct connections between the factual

information and their thesis throughout the paragraph, not simply in its last sentence. The number of paragraphs should be dictated by the question and the organizational categories. Essays do not always have to be five paragraphs long.

• End with a conclusion that does two things:

Synthesizes the topic sentences of each paragraph

Directly answers the question (a reiteration of the thesis statement in different words)

To perform well in the DBQ (and other free-response questions) students need to:
• Read the question more carefully and have a solid idea of what the question is asking before tackling the documents.

• Develop the thesis statement throughout the essay by explaining how and why the documents and outside information support the thesis.

• Extract the main idea of the document relative to the question rather than simply paraphrasing or quoting the documents.

• Refer to a greater volume of outside information within the chronological parameters of the

question.
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Practice:  The DBQ Essay 

1. Read the question -- that is, the prompt -- three times. Remember that in this instance "AP" stands for "address prompt." 

2. Identify the task. State in your own words what you are being asked to write. 

3. Circle or underline the main words, especially words of direction, such as "analyze," "explain," "compare and contrast," "evaluate," and "to what extent." 

4. Briefly list the main events of the historical time period addressed. Use the acronym PERSIA to help you categorize the political, economic, religious, social, intellectual, and artistic aspects of the period. This is outside information that may be included in the essay. 

5. Read each document, noting the source or the title. Briefly write the main point of each document. If the prompt requires you to take one position or another, group the documents on the basis of those positions. For example, in the 1999 DBQ you are asked to evaluate colonial identity AND unity. Note that documents A, C, E, and G are about unity, whereas documents B, D, F, and H deal with identity. Some documents may be used to support both unity and identity. 

6. Use the source or the title when referring to the information in the document. Do NOT use the word "document" in the narrative of your essay. (Writing "Document A says," "Document B says," and so on results in a laundry list of documents instead of an essay.) You may use the word "document" in parentheses as a reference to a specific document at the end of the information you have included from that document. These notes help you organize your use of the documents throughout your essay. Essential note to remember: Students write the essay; documents don't write the essay. 

