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HOW TO ANSWER
ESSAY QUESTIONS

L
CHAPTER 4 ¢

The U.S. History and Government Regents will contain two essay questions. An essay
guestion tests your ability to answer a question in depth by organizing and presenting rel-
evant information in written form. This chapter focuses on the two types of essay questions
that will appear on the test: thematic essay questions and document-based essay questions.

THEMATIC ESSAYS

One essay question will focus on a particular theme or generalization. Thisisknown as
athematic essay question. Let’slook at atypical question:

Directions: Write a well-organized essay that includes an introduction,
several paragraphs addressing the task below, and a conclusion.

Theme: Diversity

Throughout American history, important
groups of people have faced prejudice.

Task:

Choose two groups from your study of United States history and
government.

For each group:
= Explain how that group was treated unfairly.

You may use any example from your study of U.S. history and government.
Some suggestions you might wish to consider include: Native American
Indians, African Americans, Irish Americans, “New Immigrants,” Latinos,
Japanese Americans, persons with disabilities, and women.

You are not limited to these suggestions.
/\/\’—\/_\’
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28  THE KEY TO UNDERSTANDING U.S. HISTORY AND GOVERNMENT

Notice that a thematic essay question opens with directions. The directions tell
you the form in which your answer must be written. Next, you are provided with a
theme or generalization. Here, the generalization is about groups of people facing
prejudice. The question then gives you atask to complete. The question may suggest
helpful examples which you might use in your essay to support the generalization.
You are not limited, however, to those examples. Thus, what you are essentially asked
todois:

* to show your understanding of a generalization by giving specific examplesto
support it as required by the Task; and

* towriteawell-organized essay that includes an introduction, several paragraphs
as explained in the Task, and a conclusion.

WHAT IS A GENERALIZATION?

To answer athematic essay question, you first must understand what a generalization
is and how to support it. Gener alizations are powerful organizing tools that allow us
to summarize large amounts of information in a simple form. To understand what a
generalization is, read the following list of facts:

* New York City borders the Atlantic Ocean.
* Albany islocated on the Hudson River.

* Buffaloisnext to Lake Erie.

* Genevaborders Seneca L ake.

These are four separate facts about cities in New York State. However, they have
something in common: al of these cities are located next to a body of water. When a
genera statement identifies a common pattern, it is called a generalization. A gener -
alization shows what several facts have in common. Let’s see how this generalization
might be presented in a diagram:

Many cities in New York State are located
next to large bodies of water.

New York City: Albany: Buffalo: Geneva: ~g— Specific
Atlantic Hudson Lake Seneca Examples
Ocean River Erie Lake

-a— (eneralization
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As we have seen, each thematic essay question opens with just such a general-
ization. Your job will be to provide examples and details to illustrate or support it.
Your exact assignment will be defined by the action wordsin the Task part of the
question.

THE “ACTION WORDS”

Essay questionsrequire you to understand certain key words. The exact instructionsfor
what you are supposed to do in writing your answer are contained in the * action words’
in the Task. The most common “action words” are:

Describe Explain or

Explain or

or Discuss Show How Show Why

Let’s examine each of these “action words’ to see what they require you to do in
answering an essay guestion.

DESCRIBE OR DISCUSS

Describe or discuss means to “illustrate something in words or to tell about it.”
Describe or discussis used when you are asked for the who, what, when, and where
of something. Of course, not every describe or discuss question requires all four of
these elements, but your answer must go beyond just a single word or sentence. The
following are examples of describe and discuss questions:

* Describe an achievement of the Progressive Era.

* Discussthe differences between the approaches of Herbert Hoover and Franklin
D. Roosevelt for overcoming the Great Depression.

Hereiswhat your answer might look like if you answered thefirst describe question:

Sample Answer: In the early 20th century, the Progressive Movement led to the
introduction of many important political reforms. Progressivesintroduced reforms
to make government more efficient and responsive. One of the most important
reforms they introduced was the direct primary, an election in which party mem-
bers vote on which individuals to nominate as party candidates. In many states,
direct primaries replaced a system in which party leaders picked candidates.
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* Cause and Effect. Another way to organize a paragraph isto begin with an effect,
stated in the topic sentence, followed by its causes. The causes are identified in
chronologica order or intheir order of importance. The topic sentence can be stated
either as aquestion, such as“Why did Americans go to war in 19417’ or asathe-
gs statement: “ There were many reasons why Americans went to war in 1941.”

Good writers also rely on transition wor ds to help make their order more obvi-
ous. Transition words serve as signposts, letting readers know exactly what to expect.
This enables them to process new information more easily as they read.

Transitional Phrase Function
Moreover, in addition, also, furthermore, then, To explain a new point about
similarly, again, next, secondly, finally the same idea or topic
For example, thus, to illustrate, in this To introduce an example
case
Therefore, in conclusion, thus, to sum up, as To introduce a conclusion or
a result, in consequence effect
Nevertheless, on the other hand, nonetheless, To introduce a contrast or
however, despite qualification

DOCUMENT-BASED ESSAY QUESTIONS

Asyou know, the Regents Examination will require you to answer a document-based
essay question, also known asa“D.B.Q.” Thistype of question tests your ability to
interpret historical documents. Let’slook at atypical “D.B.Q.”:

Directions: Read the documents in Part A and answer the questions after
each document. Then read the directions for Part B and write your essay.

Historical Context:

Beginning in the 1890s, Americans set out to correct the problems
caused by rapid industrial growth. Reformers worked to eliminate a
whole range of abuses.

Task:

Discuss three specific problems caused by rapid industrial growth, and
explain how reformers sought to eliminate these problems.

After reading the documents, complete Part A.

/\/\—’—\_/_\’
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PART A — Short Answer

NOTE: Most document-based questionswill present five to eight documents.
At least two will be documents other than reading passages — such as car-
toons or pictures.

Directions: Analyze the documents and answer the questions that follow each doc-
ument in the space provided.

DOCUMENT 1

“ Old sausages that had been rejected and were moldy would be [ sprayed] with
borax and glycerine, and dumped into the hoppers for home sale as sausages. In
the factory, sausage meat would be used that had fallen on the floor, in the dirt
and sawdust, where workers had trampled and spit their billions of germs. The
sausage meat was stored in great pilesin rooms where water from leaky roofs
would drip on it, and thousands of rats would race about on the piles of meat.
It was too dark in these storage places to see well, but a man could run his
hand over these piles of meat and sweep off handfuls of dried rat dung.”

— Upton Sinclair, The Jungle

1. According to the document, what was the condition of meat being prepared for
sale as sausages?

DOCUMENT 2

“[Congress hereby] prohibits the manufacture, sale, or transportation of adul-
terated or misbranded or poisonous or deleterious [harmful] foods, drugs, med-
icines, and liquors.”

— Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906

2. How did thislaw try to correct one of the abuses of rapid industrial growth ?
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PART B-ESSAY

Directions: Write a well-organized essay that includes an introduction,
several paragraphs, and a conclusion. Use evidence from at least four
documents in the body of the essay. Support your response with relevant
facts, examples, and details. Include additional outside information.

Task:

Using information from the documents and your knowledge of United
States history and government, write an essay in which you:
= Discuss three specific problems caused by rapid industrial growth.
= Explain how reformers sought to eliminate these problems.

/\/\—’—\/_\’

Notice that document-based questions have the following parts:

(1) directionson how to write the essay and how many documents to use;
(2) ahistorical generalization that sets the stage for the essay question;
(3) atask you must perform, stated in the form of a question;

(4) Part A, with up to eight documents that must be analyzed; and

(5) Part B, where you write the final essay.

To do well on a document-based essay question, you need to follow three steps:
(1) look at the question; (2) analyze the documents; and (3) write the essay. An easy
way to remember this approach isto think of the word “ L eAeW.”

“L” — LOOK AT THE QUESTION

Let'susethe”LeAsW” approach to answer the Task question above.

Task:

Using information from the documents and your knowledge of United
States history and government, write an essay in which you:
= Discuss three specific problems caused by rapid industrial growth.
« Explain how reformers sought to eliminate these problems.

/\/\—’—\/_\’




CONSTITUTIONAL
FOUNDATIONS

CHAPTER 6 ¢

National Archives

George Washington presides over the signing of the U.S. Constitution (1787)

TIMELINE OF IMPORTANT EVENTS

Mayflower American  Thomas Paine’s Articles of Shays'  Constitutional Bill of
Compact Revolutionary Common Sense Confederation Rebellion  Convention Rights
W
ar Declaration of
\_‘& Independence
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