
AP Essay Writing Skills 

In 2017 all AP History essays are graded using the same rubric structure. For a student, this means that 

you have to write your essays based on the rubrics. The grading of these essays is based on the rubrics 

so a full and complete understanding of the rubrics is an absolute necessary. 

This handout is a supplement to the official Rubrics for AP Histories + History Disciplinary Practices and 

Reasoning Skills. Hopefully the grammar and terminology in my documents is easier to understand and 

makes the requirements simpler to understand. 

When the AP essays are graded, they use actual samples of students’ responses to identify these 

requirements and from this a simple work sheet is often created for the grader to follow. The best 

essays are the ones that follow the graders rubric. Plan your essay in accordance with the rubric.  

They, the raters/graders, score every essay while they are reading so by following the format you make 

the raters/grader’s job easier. They are instructed to “find” points for students, not to deduct points. 

They are told that each essay is to be considered similar to a “First Draft.” It will not be perfect, so score 

accordingly. Spelling and grammar are not important. Historical inaccuracies can be overlooked if minor 

in detail. You are not expected to write everything correctly if it fits with the essay prompt/question.  

The hardest essays to grade are those that come in two different types:- 

1. Those that were NOT planned. Take the time to plan the essay before you write. Think about 

your body paragraphs first, what evidence you are going to bring in. Then think about the 

context. What took place before this question that led to this event. Finally, after putting all of 

this together, write your thesis. Too many students try to write the thesis first and it never turns 

out well. 

2. Those NOT easy to read. Leave spaces between the contextualization, thesis statement, the 

body paragraphs, and isolate the conclusion. Remember, the conclusion can also count as the 

thesis but not if it is written within your last body paragraph. Leave a line between each of these 

sections, there is more than enough space provided within the booklet. Try not to cross-out or 

make too many alterations. This is often the result of poor planning and erasures and arrows to 

other sections make it harder to grade. Make the rater/grader have an easy read, therefore you 

will score higher.  

 

 

Please continue now to the next pages for the “simplified” rubric details 

 

 

 

 

 



LEQ Essay – Long Essay Question where the scoring is based on six (6) possible points. 

Rubric What it Means Tips and Hints 

Thesis/Claim 
1 Point 

Your thesis must directly respond 
to the prompt/question. 
There are three basic categories 
and skills in planning: Comparison 
(Compare & Contrast), Causation 
(Cause and Effect), Continuity or 
Change Over Time. 

A good thesis should be 1 to 2 sentences in 
either the introduction or the conclusion. 
Always try to put the thesis in the 
introduction, and then, in your conclusion, 
bring it in again but add more specific items 
also to make the conclusion stronger.  

Contextualization 
1 Point 

This is a broader historical context 
that relates to the actual 
prompt/question.  

How events that took place before the time 
period of the question directly related to 
the actual question. Contextualization 
should be 2 or 3 detailed sentences (at least 
three examples of specific 
events/processes) that led up to the 
question. The best place for this is at the 
beginning of the essay, before the thesis 
statement. Make it a single, short 
paragraph by itself. 

Evidence 
1 Point 

They must be detailed examples 
that relate directly to the 
question. Basically it has to be 
relevant to the question, relevant 
being the key word.  

Your evidence must be from one or more 
different sources/societies and the grading 
usually asks for a minimum of three 
different types of evidence to score this 
point. It is the easiest point to achieve.  

Use of Evidence 
to Support and 
Argument 
1 Point 

This is more advanced than the 
previous point. The evidence used 
must prove or validate your 
argument created in the thesis.   

This evidence has to link with the 
cause/effect, similar/different, continuity or 
change over time stance that you have 
taken within your essay and it must 
accurately prove your point. A simple,  
one-word piece of evidence is not 
acceptable, it must be logically presented 
within a series of sentences.  

Historical 
Reasoning 
1 Point 

This point comes from good 
planning and the correct use of 
Causation/Comparison/Continuity-
Change within your essay. 

To gain this point you have to write how 
your evidence is relative to your essay 
question and must be within your body 
paragraphs and is usually two or three 
sentences put together within the same 
paragraph that brings it all together. 

Historical 
Complexity 
1 Point 

A complex essay that shows a 
thorough understanding of the 
events that took place. It has to be 
continually discussed during the 
entire essay. It if the hardest point 
to attain.  

Try and bring in how the events of your 
question link to other times in history or 
bring out exceptions to your particular 
essay question. Try to relate to a different 
theme. They are usually Political, Economic, 
Religious, Military, Economic; so if it is a 
political question, try and bring in social and 
economic issues also to better explain the 
complexity of the question.  



Document Based Essay Question (DBQ) where the scoring is based on seven (7) possible points. 

Rubric What It Means Tips and Hints 

Thesis/Claim 
1 Point 

Your thesis must directly 
respond to the 
prompt/question. 
There are three basic categories 
and skills in planning: 
Comparison (Compare & 
Contrast), Causation (Cause and 
Effect), Continuity or Change 
Over Time. 

A good thesis should be 1 to 2 sentences in 
either the introduction or the conclusion. 
Always try to put the thesis in the 
introduction, and then, in your conclusion, 
bring it in again but add more specific items 
also to make the conclusion stronger. 

Contextualization 
1 Point 

This is a broader historical 
context that relates to the actual 
prompt/question. 

How events that took place before the time 
period of the question directly related to 
the actual question. Contextualization 
should be 2 or 3 detailed sentences (at least 
three examples of specific events or 
processes) that led up to the question. The 
best place for this is at the beginning of the 
essay, before the thesis statement. Make it 
a single, short paragraph by itself. 

Use of Documents 
to Support an 
Argument 
2 Points 

One Point is earned for using 
detailed examples (not one 
word) from three (3) documents 
Two Points is used for using six 
(6) 
Documents to support the thesis 

Do not summarize the document; that does 
not score. Three sentences describing the 
document will usually score a point for each 
document.  

Evidence Beyond 
the Documents 
1 Point 

What you know about the 
question that is not given in the 
documents. 

It must add to the argument and in the form 
of one or two sentences explaining in detail 
why it is applicable.  

Analysis/Sourcing 
of the Documents 
1 Point 

It must be from at least three 
different documents and explain 
either audience, point of view 
and/or purpose.  

Point of View - Using “bias” is not enough, 
you have to explain in detail. Why is it bias? 
The POV must be identified and explained in 
detail. 

Historical 
Complexity 
1 Point 

The essay must have this in its 
entirety to score. Try to show 
other sides to the argument or 
address finer points of the 
question in your answers. 

Try comparing or grouping documents that 
are similar or different and explain why. 
Show change, cause, effect, continuity etc. 
Identify if the subject of the essay related 
other time periods. Are there exceptions to 
the question? If so, bring them in to your 
essay. Look for different themes, Social, 
Political, Economic etc. and how do they 
relate to the question. Most important: Try 
to use ALL of the documents, just in case 
you misrepresented one incorrectly, then 
you are covered.  

 


