Tips for writing history essays


Before you answer the question, look for the instruction word.  Below are some common instruction words and the type of answer each requires.

Why: give reasons

Discuss: tell the significance of a person or event.

Describe: write a full account of what happened.

Explain: tell how or why an action or event affects something else.

How: tell in what way or by what means something was done.

Identify: give a person's or event's place in time and the relation to  
other persons or events.

Illustrate: show

Compare: give similarities and differences

What: give specific examples or illustrations

Remember to include the significance: Why is it (the event, the work of art, the person) important? Was the event a turning point, or the beginning or end of an era?  Was it a great discovery, invention or work of art or intellectual achievement?   Why is it memorable or different?  Did the individual impact or influence future events?  Did the individual or invention, for instance,  bring about change ?

Remember to support a topic sentence or a generalization:

Once you have written a good topic sentence or generalization, you must support the sentence with specific, related information.   


- examples: specific instances that provide evidence to 


support a generalization

      - details: descriptive pieces of additional information

     - facts: verifiable information that could include evidence 


such as statistics, dates, etc.

      -reasons: information that provides the causes for the main 

idea or explains it.


In the answer to an essay question the topic sentence is often the first sentence in the paragraph.  It should say what the instruction word is calling for and what ideas will be covered.  You can often rewrite the essay question in order to form this type of topic sentence.  For example, if the question is "Compare the religious beliefs of the Hebrews and the Sumerians," the topic sentence might read: "The religious views of the Hebrews differed from those of the Sumerians in many ways."   A clear topic sentence is important because the other sentences in the paragraph develop the idea in the topic sentence.   A generalization may also be used as the topic sentence; a generalization is a broad statement based on facts.  

    VARIETY: You can bring interest and style to your writing by using a variety of sentence types.  


Vary the way you begin sentences.  Rather than beginning each sentence with the subject, use also:

   > adverb: Fortunately she did not break her arm.

 



   Too often she skipped breakfast. 

   > phrase: With your support she will succeed.

   > clause: Because you gave her support she will succeed.



   Although you did not help, she succeeded.



   Not only did she try, she also succeeded.

   > modifier: Shoveling the snow, he got cold.


Vary the length of your sentences.


> some short sentences: 



Religion was important in the Middle Ages.


> some long sentences: 



The towns of Italy, so long as trade converged in the Mediterranean, were the biggest and most bustling of all the towns that rose in Europe in the Middle Ages.
 



> some compound sentences:


 Typically a boy became an apprentice to some master and learned the trade.


The king had a lot of power but had to consult Parliament for money.

