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Mastering the Essay

Introduction

If you are like most AP World History students, you are concerned 
that you may not know enough facts to score well on the Multiple-

Choice section of the exam, and you are probably not-just-a-little 
intimidated by the prospect of a brand new AP exam format that 
includes Short-Answer Questions and two thesis essays, one of 
which is the always-mysterious Document-Based Question (DBQ). 
You have, no doubt, heard that these essays are all hand-scored by 
unknown people in unknown places, each certain to apply his or 
her own standards of quality to the task. Since you have no way of 
controlling who scores your essays, or which standards they apply, 
you are relying on the Multiple-Choice Questions to carry your score. 
You’re not about to take chances and just hope you and the mystery 
reader are on the same page. As a result, you are probably somewhat 
dismayed by the lack of review terms and multiple-choice practice 
questions in this book, and are wondering where you can buy a 
“real” AP prep book.

Fear not! Mastering the Essay is better than AP prep books because this 
book focuses on the often-neglected part of the exam—the part that 
will make or break your score—the essays. If the previous paragraph 
describes you, then the first thing you must learn is that most of your 
preconceptions about the essay section of the AP exam are absolutely 
false. The AP readers who score your essays are high school teachers 
and college professors—people not often known for their mysterious 
origins. Even less mysterious are the standards by which the essays 
are assessed. The College Board® (the organization that writes the 
AP exam) has created very clear guidelines for assessment, and the 
test-makers spend many hours training each reader to apply these 
standards accurately and consistently. In fact, your essay will almost 
certainly receive the same score regardless of which of the AP readers 
assess it. 

I am one of those AP readers, and I have written this book to help 
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will make or break your score—the essays. If the previous paragraph 
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preconceptions about the essay section of the AP exam are absolutely 
false. The AP readers who score your essays are high school teachers 
and college professors—people not often known for their mysterious 
origins. Even less mysterious are the standards by which the essays 
are assessed. The College Board® (the organization that writes the 
AP exam) has created very clear guidelines for assessment, and the 
test-makers spend many hours training each reader to apply these 
standards accurately and consistently. In fact, your essay will almost 
certainly receive the same score regardless of which of the AP readers 
assess it. 

I am one of those AP readers, and I have written this book to help 

you, the AP World History student, learn the standards by which 
your essays will be scored. By learning what’s needed for a top 
score, you will be better prepared to incorporate these things into 
your essays. Even the very-scary DBQ is scored according to these 
standards. Developing the necessary skills to succeed on the AP 
essays will not be an overnight task, but if you follow the step-by-
step process detailed in the pages that follow, before you know it, 
you will be writing essays that regularly score at the top end of the 
AP World History rubrics. 

As an added bonus to using Mastering the Essay instead of some 
run-of-the-mill AP prep book, the skills needed for writing great AP 
World History essays are the exact skills needed for writing great 
college-level history essays. Rather than wasting months preparing 
for a single day in May, spending time developing better writing 
skills with MTE is an investment in college success. So put the prep 
books back on the shelf—Mastering the Essay is the only “prep” you 
need to achieve the highest score on the AP World History exam and 
to write college-level thesis essays.

I have designed each unit to explain one particular part of the 
writing process. To assist in developing your skills, each instructional 
section is accompanied by a set of practice exercises in the Exercise 
Workbook. I set out to make this book useful to students in any AP 
World History class, no matter which specific topic is being studied. 
Each exercise set is divided into chronological practice questions that 
mirror the new AP Course Outline provided by the College Board®. 
These general chronological divisions should permit you the greatest 
chance of practicing your skills within the context of the particular 
period of history being studied in your class.

So let’s get started. Part 1 begins by demystifying the AP essay 
rubrics and outlining the writing process. In Part 2, we break down 
each step and provide dozens of practice exercises so you can master 
the process. Finally, we introduce the new Multiple-Choice Question 
format and tackle the new Short-Answer Question type. Read and 
practice the steps, read your textbook, take good notes in class, and 
by May, you will be prepared to achieve the highest score on the AP 
World History exam. Good luck and write on!

 Tony Maccarella
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Guided Practice 

Mastering the Essay contains Guided Practice exercises to help you 
understand the six steps of the MTE writing process found in Part 2 
of this book. 

  Each Guided Practice activity connects to a set of exercises in 
the Exercise Workbook.  

Chronological Periods

Because most World History teachers deliver their courses 
chronologically, each set of exercises in the Workbook contains skills-
based items organized into chronological eras. This organization will 
help you to apply the information you are learning in school to each 
of the writing-skills exercises. 

Choices

New skills will be introduced in each chapter, while skills learned 
in earlier chapters are continually reinforced. You may choose to 
practice each step of the writing process using the exercises most 
appropriate to the historical content your class is covering at that 
moment. Or you may choose to complete all the exercises in the 
workbook and develop good writing habits, while reviewing all 
aspects of world history. The choice is yours. 

Additional Resources

Visit the companion website for additional resources and valuable 
updates! 

www.sherpalearning.com/mte

How to Use this Book



Part 2
The MTE Process
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Step

1
Analyzing the Question

When I was younger, I lived with my grandparents for a few 
years. I was in my first years teaching—young, single, and 

broke. Nanny and Pop-Pop (that’s what I’d always called them, for as 
long as I can remember) were in their eighties—grey-haired, slower, 
and quite a bit shorter than they had been in their youth. I needed a 
cheap place to sleep and they needed a little help taking care of their 
three-story home. It was the perfect arrangement! I enjoyed regular 
home-cooked meals and clean laundry, and they had someone to do 
repairs, lift heavy things, and reach the little glasses on the top shelf 
of the cupboard. 

I have many fond memories of my time with Nanny and Pop-Pop, 
and not-just-a-few of those memories form the basis for some of 
my best party bits. One incident that makes me laugh whenever I 
think of it involves sitting at the kitchen table with Pop while Nanny 
was preparing some delicious meal at the sink. This scene repeated 
itself three times a day, every day. Neither of my grandparents had 
particularly good hearing by the time I had moved in with them, so 
their conversations were often a bit like Abbot and Costello’s “Who’s 
on First” routine. Nanny would stand at the sink with her back to 
the kitchen while Pop and I were seated at the little kitchen table at 
the other end of the room—completely out of her sight. He might say 
to me, “Tony, if you have some time today, I need to go shopping.” 
(I became Pop’s chauffer after he’d given up his driver’s license.) 
Nanny, unable to see—or hear—either one of us, but certain that 
Pop was saying something disparaging about her, would interject, 
“Now, Angelo! Tell the truth! I asked you to move those boxes last 
week. You said you were busy, so I moved them myself.” Pop would 
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roll his eyes at me, having heard only some of her complaint, and 
say, “Ruth! You can’t hear a damn thing I say, can you? I don’t care 
if you already did some shopping, the Acme has a sale on Tide 
and I don’t want to miss it!” Nanny’s retort was quick and equally 
disjointed, “Sure you can go for a ride, but do you have to go now? 
Tony’s busy! Why don’t you wait until later?” By this time, Pop was 
already standing at the door wearing his light canvas jacket and plaid 
newsboy cap, and running out of patience for what he considered to 
be Nanny’s irrational nagging. “I can’t wait! The sale is only today! 
Why can’t you just mind your own business over there and give me a 
minute of peace!” 

Although their banter was always entertaining and the memory of 
it still makes me chuckle, in terms of communication, it was quite 
ineffective. Neither one of my grandparents really understood what 
the other was saying (because they couldn’t hear each other). 

Unfortunately, my grandparents’ arguments are a little like the 
AP exam—only not as tall. The quality of your AP essays depends 
largely on your clear understanding of the question. The College 
Board® cites misreading the question as one of the most common 
mistakes among AP students. Before you can develop an excellent 
answer, you have to be certain that you understand exactly what 
you’ve been asked to do—you must learn to analyze the tasks and 
terms.

TASKS: What to Do
We define TASKS as those parts of the question that tell you WHAT 
TO DO. The task will ask you to apply what you know about a 
particular period of history in a specific way. Take a look at the essay 
prompt below.

Example Question: Compare and contrast the impact of the Black 
Death on China and Europe.
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What is this prompt telling you to do? For this question, the tasks are 
“identify” and “analyze.” Most AP World History essay questions 
identify the task with a specific verb: 

  Assess the extent to which cultural unity led to the expansion of 
ancient Eurasian states.

  Discuss the arguments in favor of global cooperation to advance 
medical science in the 21st century.

  Analyze the impact of the Industrial Revolution of the 20th century 
on the lower classes of China.

Some questions may require that you complete more than one task, 
but in every case, the question will pose your tasks explicitly. 

  Compare and contrast the influence of nationalism on Italian and 
German unification.

  Describe and analyze the components of the Catholic Reformation 
in Spain.

Study the verbs in the sample questions above and make certain 
that you understand their meanings. Then, see if you can define or 
paraphrase each question. 

 assess—to understand the impact or importance of

 discuss—to elaborate or explain 

  analyze—to explain the meaning or importance of something for 
something else 

  compare and contrast—to relate in terms of how one thing is like or 
not like another 

 describe—to elaborate or clarify in terms of greater detail 

Make certain that you clearly understand what each one of these 
tasks requires you to do. Later in this book, you will learn how to 
respond to questions that use a slightly different format.
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Death on China and Europe.
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TERMS: What to Discuss
The TERMS of the question determine the scope of your answer. In 
other words, the terms are defined as those parts of the question that 
specify WHAT TO DISCUSS. Each question introduces a body of 
material that collectively forms the general subject of the essay. The 
terms are the words used to focus the subject of the question. These 
terms should elicit a body of knowledge from you that will serve as 
evidence later on. As you probe the terms, you should be able to start 
to formulate categories of evidence that will help you to develop your 
thesis and outline your argument.

Take a look at the example question prompt again.

Example Question: Compare and contrast the impact of the Black 
Death on China and Europe.

What are the specific topics you are asked to address in this prompt? 
In this question, the terms are “impact,” “Black Death,” “China,”  
and “Europe.” 

Taking the Next Step 
Once you’ve analyzed the question and you understand the tasks 
and terms, then it’s time to call upon your knowledge of history to 
brainstorm and organize the evidence you will need to thoroughly 
address the terms of the question. The way you organize your 
evidence will determine your categories of evidence and the 
foundation of your thesis. The thesis is the most important sentence 
in your entire essay, so anything that contributes to the quality of that 
sentence is something with which you must be concerned. But don’t 
be afraid! Just turn the page and let’s get to work.
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Writing the  
Opening Paragraph

For years, I’ve delivered a consistently harsh and loud message to 
my AP History students. Whenever they would begin an essay 

with mounds of fluffy narrative that English teachers might call 
setting, I would cut them off at the knees with a sharp, “Answer 
the stinkin’ question!” For 16 years the AP World History FRQ and 
DBQ rubrics rewarded clarity and directness—no points for setting. 
Students often get lost in their own text when they try to set the stage 
for an answer that even they don’t fully understand yet, so banning 
setting altogether usually resulted in better—and higher scoring—
essays. But now, some things have changed.

The newest AP World History LEQ and DBQ essay rubrics now 
reward setting—if you do it well. It is still a terrible idea to begin your 
essay with a page of directionless fluff that you hope will end in an 
acceptable thesis. A well-planned, purposeful setting that establishes 
the historical context of your argument, however, followed by a 
clear and direct answer to the question prompt, will definitely boost 
your score. More specifically, a thoughtful statement of setting at 
the start of your essay might be the best way to earn the point for 
Contextualization.

The Contextualization point is earned by explaining the broader 
context within which your argument is best understood. Sometimes 
this context is a series of events or an historical era, but it may also be 
an historical theme or process. In any case, situating your argument 
within its broader context is now a great idea when writing AP 
essays. And the best place to contextualize your argument is probably 
within the opening paragraph in the form of a well-structured setting. 



59

Mastering the Essay

So feel free to indulge your English teacher on the new AP World 
History essays, and create a few sentences that set the stage for your 
argument. Then... answer the stinkin’ question!

Planning a Strong Opening 
As with so many other components of good essays, there is really 
no absolutely correct way to develop your opening paragraph. Since 
clarity and directness are rewarded on both AP essay rubrics, we will 
develop a process that leads to a clear and direct opening paragraph.

For the sake of directness, don’t spend too much space on setting in 
your essays. Although establishing the historical context for your 
answer is a great writing technique, too often students get lost in the 
setting and don’t get to their thesis until page two. Instead, develop 
two to four sentences that can explain the historical “environment” 
within which your argument makes the most sense. Then write your 
thesis, and continue with your opening paragraph.

In the thesis, you addressed the tasks and terms of the question by 
stating explicitly WHAT you believe to be the answer to the question. 
You also outlined your three categories of evidence, which tell the 
reader HOW you intend to answer the question. If the thesis contains 
the answer to the question and all three categories of evidence, what 
are you going to write in the other sentences of the first paragraph? 
First, it should be noted that style and paragraph form are not 
assessed on the AP World History essay rubrics. So, if you write 
only the thesis in the opening paragraph, you will not be penalized. 
However, your essay will be well served if you develop your opening 
paragraph to state WHY your categories matter to your thesis—the 
same question you began to answer in your analytical thesis. One 
way to address this point is to write separate sentences for each 
category of evidence, answering briefly in each case, “Why does this 
matter to my thesis?”

For years, I’ve delivered a consistently harsh and loud message to 
my AP History students. Whenever they would begin an essay 

with mounds of fluffy narrative that English teachers might call 
setting, I would cut them off at the knees with a sharp, “Answer 
the stinkin’ question!” For 16 years the AP World History FRQ and 
DBQ rubrics rewarded clarity and directness—no points for setting. 
Students often get lost in their own text when they try to set the stage 
for an answer that even they don’t fully understand yet, so banning 
setting altogether usually resulted in better—and higher scoring—
essays. But now, some things have changed.

The newest AP World History LEQ and DBQ essay rubrics now 
reward setting—if you do it well. It is still a terrible idea to begin your 
essay with a page of directionless fluff that you hope will end in an 
acceptable thesis. A well-planned, purposeful setting that establishes 
the historical context of your argument, however, followed by a 
clear and direct answer to the question prompt, will definitely boost 
your score. More specifically, a thoughtful statement of setting at 
the start of your essay might be the best way to earn the point for 
Contextualization.

The Contextualization point is earned by explaining the broader 
context within which your argument is best understood. Sometimes 
this context is a series of events or an historical era, but it may also be 
an historical theme or process. In any case, situating your argument 
within its broader context is now a great idea when writing AP 
essays. And the best place to contextualize your argument is probably 
within the opening paragraph in the form of a well-structured setting. 
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 Guided Practice: Presenting the Argument
Directions: For this set of exercises, you will practice all the skills 
covered so far in this book: 

Step 1: Identify the tasks and terms
Step 2: Brainstorm specific evidence
Step 3:  Develop a thesis and categories of evidence, and then 

outline your argument

Next, using the strategies outlined in the section above, write an 
opening paragraph for each thesis statement. The example below 
asks you to write an opening paragraph for the sample thesis shown, 
and is followed by a model solution to help you better understand 
the goal of this exercise.

Exercise Question: Compare and contrast the impact of 
geography on the political, economic, and belief systems of ancient 
Egypt and Mesopotamia.

Sample Thesis: Although both economies were rooted in the 
agriculture of fertile river valleys, the predictability of the Nile, 
coupled with Egypt’s natural boundaries, promoted stable 
governments and a deeply rooted belief system, while the 
irregularity of the Tigris and Euphrates, as well as a lack of 
natural boundaries, helped to produce unstable governments and 
changing belief systems.
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Explanation 
Sample Opening Paragraph: The nomadic peoples of the eastern 
Mediterranean survived for millennia in lands dominated by hot 
desert climates. They became adept at hunting and gathering 
in some of the most inhospitable regions of the world, and their 
ultimate success relied largely on taking advantage of relatively 
small fertile areas along the few rivers they encountered. It was 
the development of agriculture along these river valleys that 
resulted in two of the most prosperous centers of civilization in 
the world—Egypt and Mesopotamia. River valleys, like those in 
Egypt and Mesopotamia, were ideal locations for ancient farming 
communities	to	grow	into	long-lasting	civilizations,	because	
river flooding provided a constant source of fertile farmland in 
an	otherwise	harsh	environment.	Both	civilizations	benefitted	
to some degree from fertile farmland, but the precise location 
of each river valley and the particular nature of each river led 
to distinctions in terms of the political and economic stability 
of each particular civilization. Although both economies were 
rooted in the agriculture of fertile river valleys, the predictability 
of the Nile, coupled with Egypt’s natural boundaries, promoted 
stable governments and a deeply rooted belief system, while 
the irregularity of the Tigris and Euphrates, as well as a lack of 
natural boundaries, helped to produce unstable governments and 
changing belief systems in Mesopotamia.

The opening begins with a brief description of life in the lands of 
the eastern Mediterranean, describing the harsh climate and desert 
conditions endured by the nomadic peoples of western Asia and 
northern Africa. These few sentences set your reader up for the 
contrast of the more settled lifestyles of the river valley peoples. In 
the thesis—located at the end of the paragraph—we tell the reader 
that both Egypt and Mesopotamia benefitted from their locations 
in river valleys, but that the nature of those valleys influenced the 
specific outcomes. We also say HOW the essay will illustrate this 
point—through a comparison of fertile farmlands, predictability 
of floods, and natural boundaries. The sentences preceding the 
thesis explain briefly WHY our three categories of evidence help to 
distinguish between the civilizations of ancient Egypt and those of 
ancient Mesopotamia. Some restatement of each of these sentences 
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could be used as topic sentences for our body paragraphs, but we’ll 
save that discussion for Step 5.

Taking the Next Step
Having completed your opening paragraph, you will have clearly 
told your reader WHAT you think is the answer to the question and 
HOW you will present the details of your argument. Once you’ve 
created this sturdy skeleton of an argument, now it’s time to put 
some meat on the bones. In the next section, you will learn the best 
way to introduce specific evidence in the body of your essay, and 
how to best use that evidence in support of your thesis.
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A Letter to Teachers

The purpose of this book is to help you teach advanced historical 
thinking and writing skills to your AP World History students. I 

hope that its design facilitates that purpose and, in the process, makes 
your job a bit easier.

As a history teacher, you are responsible for teaching centuries 
of content as well as an ever-growing list of skills—among them 
writing. The balance between content and skill-development has 
always been challenging for teachers in our discipline, especially 
for Advanced Placement teachers, and the newest AP World exam 
format has made our job even more complicated. We know that our 
students cannot face the new AP exam in May without a thorough 
understanding of historical concepts, nor can they succeed on the 
exam without practicing skills of analysis and written expression. 
This book was originally written to provide you with a resource for 
helping your students to hone their writing skills within the context 
of the AP World course content, and that mission is even more urgent 
since the College Board® has redesigned the exam.

Mastering the Essay guides students through a process for developing 
consistently strong thesis essays—the kind of writing necessary 
for the AP LEQ and DBQ, as well as most college-level essays. The 
process is simple and straightforward, and each unit of this book 
focuses on a key step in that process. The exercises accompanying 
each step are arranged chronologically within the Exercise Workbook 
so that you can quickly and easily address any step of the process at 
any point throughout the year. 

Beyond this book, Sherpa Learning is providing Mastering the Essay 
users with a variety of additional online resources, offering flexibility 
to pick and choose content and to continually access new resources. 
Online you will find sample essays, scoring guidelines for each 
exercise, instructional resources for use in and out of the classroom, 
writing skills lessons that can be easily adapted to fit any historical 
unit, and an online forum for you to collaborate with other AP World 
teachers. Additionally, since Sherpa Learning believes educational 
publishing is a dynamic process, new resources are constantly 
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being added, therefore users have access to a constant influx of new 
materials.

I hope that Mastering the Essay will become an integral part of 
your AP World History instructional plans, and that you and 
your students benefit from the skill lessons and practice exercises 
in this book. It has always been my goal to create a resource that 
works within today’s classroom. If you should have comments or 
suggestions that might help to further this goal, please contact me 
directly at Tony@MasteringTheEssay.com.

 Tony Maccarella 
 January 2018
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