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WORLD HISTORY

HOW TO BE A FABULOUS HISTORY ESSAY WRITER…

During the course of this year, you will encounter a bunch of writing, mostly essay writing.  Writing a history essay is very DIFFERENT from writing an English essay.  There is a template and a structure to follow while writing essays in history class. I will teach you how to approach an essay step by step.  DO NOT approach writing essays with an “I can’t” attitude or “I was always bad at writing so I guess I will be bad in this class too” or “I hate writing so I am not even going to try.”  If you choose any of these routes, YOU WILL NOT DO WELL IN THIS CLASS.  In addition, my job is to prepare you for further education and to help you grow as a writer. I will be here through the process, but if you do not communicate with me, I have no idea if you need my help.  Although many students think all teachers can read minds, we cannot.  You are all at different levels so you will all have different goals you want to reach, so stop comparing yourself to others in class.  Improvement and growth is key.  

Words of Advice…“Before you walk, you need to crawl.”

In order to become a master as this task, you must be able to dissect and understand the essay question, write an analytical thesis, use historical content and evidence to support your claims, present your argument in a clear, concise, and professional way, connect your ideas to create fluency and flow, and proficiently transition between your words, sentences, and paragraphs. I hope that by the end of the year, you will be able to produce a well-written essay with all these qualities. 

How do you do become a master?  

1. READ, READ, READ…The more you read great writing the better you will become at writing.  You also need lots of content knowledge and evidence to write a fabulous essay so you must read your textbook and organize your content knowledge. Reading the news is also a great way enhancing your writing by making connections between the past and the present.

2.  LISTEN, LISTEN, LISTEN…If you do not listen in class to lectures, instructions, and requirements you will not know the content and will not know what to do with the assignment.  Write down important information (instructions, due dates, content) and underline or star content that I emphasize in class.

3.  Understand and master the command words found in all essay questions.  They are exactly that, command words, they tell you your mission and how to answer the essay.  If you do not answer the question, I cannot give you credit.

4. Be able to distinguish the structures and goals of the different essays such as DBQs, comparison, and thematic/expository essays.  They all require a different approach.

5.  PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE…  You need to practice writing topic sentences, thesis statements, etc.  Practice editing your own work and other’s work to help with your own writing.  You must get over the shyness of sharing your work; you will share your work all year.  This will make you a better writer and teach you how to give constructive criticism and accept and utilize constructive criticism. 

6.  Assess where you are on the writing ability scale of 1-10.  1 being I can barely write a coherent sentence and 10 being I should bypass high school and go straight to Harvard to publish a anthology of my writings because my writing is so fabulous it needs no improvement.  (NONE OF YOU is a 10 so do not even think about it.)  After assessing where you are, set goals of where you want to be by the end of semester one, and then the end of the year.  Actually, write this goal down.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The three essays you will need to master this year are the 

1. DOCUMENT BASED QUESTION (DBQ)-provides a set of documents (primary, secondary, maps, political cartoons, etc.) all relating to a single subject, concept, or theme on which to base your essay

2. COMPARATIVE ESSAY- compare and contrast two ideas, concepts, political/economic/social system, cultures, religions, or other historical phenomenon from a given period

3.  THEMATIC/EXPOSITORY ESSAY-interpret, understand, and explain key concepts that link several events in world history. (Turning points, geography and environment, conflicts, imperialism, science and technology, justice and human rights, etc.)
For each one of these essays you will have to construct and ANALYTICAL THESIS. This is different from other theses you may have learned in English class. While there are minor variations for each, the overall style you use can be the same.  We will spend countless hours constructing and revising these statements but below are some basic tips and instructions.

WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?

The key to a writing a fabulous essay is too tell the reader what you are going to talk about before you talk about it. This is your thesis.  It is the first thing the reader/grader will look for.  If you have a strong thesis, you will most likely have a strong essay.  

SO, WHAT DOES AN ANALYTICAL THESIS LOOK LIKE?
An analytical thesis includes a clear description of why the central claim of your essay is correct.  The statements below do not fit the necessary criteria for a proficient AT.

· Buddhism’s spread through China was very important to the development of Chinese culture.  (So what???)
· In the area of trade, North America and Latin America underwent significant change between 1750 and the present.  (Such as…)

· The Mongols were both brutal and forgiving in their political, cultural, and economic practices.  (So what???)

These vague, general, and weak statements add nothing to your assay, and leave the reader/grader with a long list of questions that remain unanswered: What exactly does the term Buddhism represent here?  What, exactly “spread” and from where and why did it spread?  When did this occur?  “Very important” how?  What were Buddhism’s specific effects?  What specific aspects of culture did it influence, and how do we know?

Clear, explicit theses will use specific details to set limits on the scope of the discussion.  The first thesis is vastly improved by the addition of more details such as:

· As Buddhism began to spread from India through China in the first century C.E., the influence of its religious principles in a society troubled-at least among lower classes- by warfare and want is demonstrated by the Confucianists’ negative reaction to it as well as the lasting political effects left in its wake.

Why is this better than the first version? Yes, it has more words, but what do these extra words do?

For our purposes, your final thesis will be ONE SENTENCE but as you are learning, I will allow you to compose a two-sentence statement.  We can then practice using transition words to combine your ideas into one cohesive unit. Together these statements must

· State your claim

· Define terms, context, and chronology of the events being discussed

· Describe why and how your claim is true

Lastly, a clear analytical thesis is not there simply for the reader’s benefit.  A strong thesis serves as a road map that you should follow as you write the essay.  If your thesis is too vague, your essay will lack focus and become too vague as well.  Take the time to organize your ideas and make sure your essay supports the basic ideas in your thesis.

The two most common essay cues you will have to address are “analyze” and “compare and contrast”.  Sometimes you will see both in the same essay question. 

Analyze- to really analyze you must explain HOW and WHY something happens and what the IMPACTS of that something was.  

Compare and Contrast- deals with SIMILARITIES and DIFFERENCES; however, it is NOT ENOUGH to point out what is similar or different.  You must explain what CAUSES the similarities and differences-in essence, to analyze WHY.  

Go back to the Buddhism thesis and dissect it?  How does the thesis address the above qualities? 

SO HOW DO I WRITE A FABULOUS AND STRONG THESIS?

To write a solid thesis for each of your essays, remember to do three things: 

1. Give the reader what they want

2. Show the reader where you got you got it

3. Help the reader get there

____________________________________________________

Give the reader what they want: 
Begin by using the question to develop a thesis that includes key phrases from the question. Then set up the structure of your argument.  For example, a question might be:

Compare and contrast the impact of nationalism in Europe versus the impact of nationalism in the European colonies throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

 DO NOT simply reword the question by using an introductory sentence such as: 

There were many similarities and differences between nationalism in Europe and its colonies.

This sentence is a waste of space that does not tell the reader anything.  Instead, it should clearly indicate what is to come in the rest of the body of the essay and why nationalism was important. A two-sentence thesis may read like this:

Nationalism was a driving force throughout much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it had a very different flavor in Europe than in most European colonies.  While nationalism for both groups meant pride in and commitment to one’s own nation, nationalism in Europe-which often meant racism or desire for domination- became synonymous with national expansion and conquest of other peoples, while nationalism in the colonies meant self-determination-freedom from European rule, and the nation’s right to determine its own destiny.

(Using the word but implies contrast or differences; both implies similarities)
This statement continues to contrast, but opens with a comparison, so as not to overlook the similarities in the responses of the two countries.  We will return to C and C essays with more details later.

2. Show the reader where you got it:
Because you are writing an essay about something from history, the essay must be based on HISTORICAL FACTS as opposed to your opinion.  Remember, I do not care what you think or believe, I only care about what you can PROVE.  This means NO: “I think, I believe, In my opinion…”Once you let your reader know what you are going to say, you need to support it by adding evidence.  If you circled important key phrases in the question, then the next step is to make sure you introduce some evidence for each one.  Now, go back, look at the nationalism thesis, and underline the evidence that is given.  Because the thesis is in the introduction to the body paragraph, you do not have to go into detail, but you do need to begin to pull evidence at this stage in the writing.  REMEMBER, depending on the type of essay, you will have to adjust your thesis in accordance with what the questions is asking.

3. Help the reader get there:

 You may want to use a transition sentence after your thesis (in the beginning stages) to help you and the reader see where you beginning and where you are going.  This is not necessary and I would advise against it BUT it may be helpful at the beginning.  You must use these transition sentences within your body paragraphs, moving from one body paragraph to another.

EX:  To better understand how nationalism led to the struggle for independence in many European colonies, one must first examine how nationalism, among other factors, led to the establishment of many of these colonies.

But what about the rest?
 The thesis is simply the beginning of your essay, but getting it right can really make writing the rest of the essay much easier.  Here are some basic rules to essay writing:

1. Essays should be a minimum of four to five paragraphs (Introduction, Body, Body, Body, Closing).

2.  Use transitional words (I will give you a list) and trigger words to highlight important points.

3.  Write neatly.  If I cannot read it, I cannot grade it.

4. If you do not know how to spell a word, choose another one. Poor spelling can cast a shadow on the rest of your writing

5. Think before you write. In fact, make an outline.  The more work you do before the writing the more organized your essay will be.
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