



Essay Writing Guidelines

Essay Exams

A. Basic Guidelines

1. Essay should consist of multiple paragraphs; a brief introduction, body, and brief conclusion.

2. General length should be approximately two pages for FRQs and three pages for DBQs

3. Use 15 mandatory reading time to plan DBQ essay and develop a thesis. Do the same with the first 5 minutes of the FRQ.

4. Do not spend too much time on any one essay. 

5. If time is a factor, and you are forced to choose between writing a body paragraph or a conclusion, always write the body paragraph. For this reason, your conclusion can simply restate the thesis. The reader has usually determined the essay’s grade by the time he/she has reached the conclusion.

B. Before Writing the Essay

1. Analyze the question

a. Read the question carefully. Without a clear understanding of the question, you cannot write an adequate answer.

b. Identify the time frame specified by the question.

c. Understand key terms: assess, explain, to what extent, etc.

d. Pay particular attention to underlined portions of the question.

2. Brainstorm and make notes

a. Brainstorm a list of relevant issues, historical terms, names, and/or events which are significant to the question.

b. Note your brainstorm list on paper; not in your head!

c. If preparing for a DBQ, make written notes in the margin of the documents.

3. Develop a thesis

C. Writing the Essay

1. The Introduction

a. State your thesis; write a strong clear thesis that states your opinion – an argument – what will the essay prove. Do not write a simple restatement of the question.

b. Indicate a minimum of three sub-topics to be discussed in the body paragraphs which support the thesis.

2. The Body
a. Begin each body paragraph with a topic sentence which re-introduces one of the sub-topics; the point to be discussed in the paragraph.

b. Support that topic sentence with evidence; factual  information, examples, etc. to prove your thesis

c. Clearly link the evidence to the thesis in the concluding sentence of the paragraph

d. Comment on all elements of the question.

e. Cite authorities when possible.

f. Use transitional words and phrases to move from one point to another and to move from one paragraph to another.

g. Facts, examples, etc. should be organized in a logical sequence.

h. When necessary, refute arguments contrary to your thesis.

i. Two of the most important words when proving your point are – “for example”!

j. Write in clear, crisp sentences.

3. The Conclusion
a. The conclusion should take the reader back to the thesis and the question.

b. Do not introduce new evidence.

c. A properly done conclusion will score extra points, but the content of the body is the most important.

