Writing Good History Essays
Advanced level History can be both fascinating and intellectually stimulating. For it to be this you must expect to progress. Although the skills you have gained at GCSE will provide the foundation of your historical understanding, A level will place new demands on you in the following areas: 
· the way you think about history 

· the way you communicate your knowledge and understanding 

· the way you study 

And it is important to realize that for the majority of A level candidates struggle at first. Yet after two years you will possess a more sophisticated and mature understanding of history that will allow you to reach your goals. Patience and motivation are vital as you journey from school to academic history.
This guide deals with the most important aspect of your course: essay writing. Most of your work over the two years will be taken up with researching, planning and writing essays. Your success will very much depend upon your ability to write a good historical essay under timed conditions. But before you can write effectively under timed conditions you will need to first to learn what goes into making a good essay.
Reading for an essay 
The notes you have made in class will provide the foundation for your essay. From them you need to build up a more specific understanding of the themes and issues that surround the essay question. To do this you will need to read widely, and the quality of your research will have a direct impact on the quality of your essay.
To research an essay effectively you need to ensure that :
· what you read is relevant ; 

·  you adopt a purposeful approach to the act of reading itself. 

This section will examine these two issues.
Selecting relevant material
A level courses involve a lot of work. There will be times when the workload builds up and seems daunting. It is important then to use the time you have efficiently. Yet far too often students waste valuable time reading material that is not relevant to the question they are researching. Here are some practical suggestions to help you avoid this:
1. Consult your teacher about suitable reading material. 

2. Check the index of a book to see if it covers the issues and topics you are researching. 

3. Textbooks that are specifically written for A level students often contain useful sections on ‘Further Reading’. The ‘Access to History’ series published by Hodder and Stoughton are particularly useful; so is the Longman Seminar Studies series. 

Reading effectively

It would be a mistake to think that the research stage of an essay is the easy part. Reading for an essay is not like reading a novel; you need to be focused and alert. It would be more accurate to describe the act as analytical reading because you need to be constantly analyzing what you read. Ask yourself the following questions:
·   How does this relate to the essay question? 

·   What is the main point the historian is making? 

·   What evidence does (s)he use to back up the argument? 

·    How does this relate to other historians’ views? Does it challenge or support historian x’s view? 

Analytical reading is not easy, especially if the topic is new to you.
 

Note making 
As you begin your reading you will need to make notes. Learning to manage the information you read is an important skill and one that we shall examine here.
It is a sad fact that many of the hardest working A level candidates achieve grades that don’t reflect their effort. One of the main reasons for this is ineffective note making. Your notes are not a vast record of everything you have read but a system for organizing information and ideas that you will rely on when planning and writing your essay. What follows here is a series of practical suggestions that will allow you to produce concise and useful notes.
1. Read the section of text before you start making notes. This is important because until you see the full picture you do not know what is relevant. 

2. look at the models of note making below. 

Model A 
	Stage 1
	Stage 2
	Stage 3

	  
Read text
  
  
	  
Note information
	  
Sift through notes and apply to question


 Model B

	Stage 1
	Stage 2
	Stage 3

	  
Read text
  
  
	  
Analyze the information: how does this relate to the question
	  
Make notes in your own words of relevant information 
 


It is likely that a student using Model A will fall into the trap of writing vast, irrelevant notes. Making notes is not simply the gathering of information that you will later think about when you write your essay. Model B is the most effective approach to note making. Because you are constantly thinking about how the text relates to the question you only record information that is relevant. Because of this you should always make notes in your own words.   
3. Distinguish between the main point (general) and the examples that are used to support it (specific); the two should not be confused. You need to note the main points but you will only need to note a few choice examples 

4. Make your notes ‘reader friendly’ by making them clear and accessible. Use headings and sub-headings where possible and highlight key words. 

Analyzing the question 
Analyzing the essay question is fundamental. Only when you have broken down the question can you be sure what exactly you will have to do. All too often students casually glance at the question and begin writing. The likelihood with that is that your essay will not answer the question. A good essay is one where the candidate has selected information that is relevant and organized it in a way that specifically answers the question set. Here are some practical suggestions:
1.      There are common types of questions that appear at A level. To identify them you will need to look for key words and think carefully about what it entails. Some examples:

compare - look for similarities and differences between; reach              conclusions about which is preferable/better

discuss – investigate or examine by argument: sift and debate; give reasons for and against. (Decide where you stand). Examine the implications

how far do you agree – give reasons why you support a view that has been put forward; examine those views that don’t agree also; reach conclusions.
2. What are the chronological and geographical parameters of the question? Do not dedicate a lot of time discussing issues that fall outside these parameters because it will be irrelevant. 

3. What are the implications of the question? Is the question part of a larger historical debate? 

4. A good candidate will critically evaluate the question itself: what assumptions does it make? Is it a question that historians from a certain school of thought are particularly concerned with? You will be credited if you can decode questions in these ways. 

  
Writing the essay 
  Writing an effective essay in response to a question is arguably the hardest skill you will have to acquire. Your head is full of ideas and information that need to be translated into a logical, structured argument. If this is not approached in the right way then our minds can quickly overload. To avoid this you are strongly advised to plan your essay thoroughly. Although this may seem like a waste of time it will actually save you time in the long run and make writing the essay a more satisfying experience.
Planning
There are two levels of planning:
1. The overall plan of the essay.
This should be a framework for your argument. Work from the question when you are in the planning stage. Look at the example below:
Question: 
“The financial situation in France was the main problem that Francis I faced in trying to make France stronger.” Do you agree? 
	A/ Reasons for the failure of Francis to increase the power of the Crown.
	B/ The extent to which the financial situation was the most important factor.
	C/ Other factors that should be taken into account

	  
  
  
  
	  
  
  
	  
  

	  
  
  
  
	  
  
	  
  


  
This table would allow you organize the information you have gathered from class and your own reading. Notice how the headings A/ and B/ in the table are drawn from the question itself; always work from the question. The question has asked you “Do you agree?”; to do this you will need to examine other factors in the failure of Francis. What you are not asked to do in this question is ‘tell the story’ of what Francis did to try to increase his power.
It should be pointed out that this is only one possible way of planning essays.
The advantage of this type of table is that it ensures that you stick to what is relevant. This is vitally important. It is probably a good idea to use this technique at first until you develop stronger planning skills and are thus able to devise a technique that works best for you. 
2. Planning each paragraph
Your paragraphs are the building block of your essay so it is important to make them solid. Aim for the following:   
· start your paragraph with a strong opening sentence that is relevant to the question; 
· qualify this, placing it in its context; 
·   illustrate your point with a few choice examples. The purpose of the examples is to support your assertions, not to ‘get in’ information; 
·   is there an argument against what you have stated? if so mention it and give supporting evidence. Do not be afraid of challenging something that you have just said, as long as it is clear why; 
· your concluding sentence should refer the points you have just discussed back to the question. 
Introduction 
Teachers and examiners will often form an opinion of an essay from the introduction, so it is important that you make a good impression. There is no one formula for an introduction, but here are some useful suggestions: 
· Briefly explain the significance of the dates, people, institutions mentioned in the question. 
· Inform the reader how you are going to answer the question 
· State the line of your argument 
· Mention any debates/controversies that surround the topic 
Conclusion 
The conclusion is not our introduction worded in a different way. You need to : 
· Tie your argument together 
· State clearly what your answer is to the question 
· Avoid sweeping statements and prophetic lines 
Writing 
Armed with concise notes and a detailed plan you are now ready to start writing your essay. Having your argument already organized means that you can concentrate on your writing style. 
This style should be academic, so avoid using colloquial expressions. Present a reasoned dispassionate argument. Construct, where possible, sentences that are short and concise. Avoid waffle and flowery language. Above all try and be explicit because this will give your ideas more authority and impact. If an issue is contentious then drop in a word like ‘probably’. 
The next section deals with the language of writing analytical essays in history. 
Language in history essays 
There are certain types of language that are useful for writing analytical essays in history. Here is a list of some of the more useful, though the list is not exhaustive.
Listing


· there are three reasons why…. 

· Firstly,... secondly,... thirdly… 
· In the first place.... 
· Lastly,... finally... 
Cause and effect


· Therefore, ... Consequently,..... 

Since,..... 

Exemplification

· for example,...
for instance,.....
one example is..... 
Introducing the
counter argument
· nevertheless,..... however,.....
on the other hand,.......
 

· although,.....
in spite of,....
despite,.... 
Indicating relative
importance
· what is important,....
the crucial point is,.....  more importantly 
Summing up

· to summarize,....  in brief,.....  to conclude,..... in short,... in conclusion... 

Showing connectives in the text
· Like X, Y believes that…….. 

· This view has been challenged by X. 

· This issue is also highlighted in the work of X. 
· Research by X challenges Y’s argument. 
  
Examples of good essays 
“The financial situation in France was the main problem that Francis I faced in trying to make France stronger.” Do you agree?
When Francis I became king in 1515, he set out to strengthen the French monarchy but faced a series of obstacles and limitations that ultimately prevented him from succeeding. Finance was certainly one of these problems. A monarch without adequate income could never be expected to impose his will over rebellious subjects and protect his country from foreign threats. However, other key factors must also be examined before it is possible to reach a satisfactory conclusion about why Francis failed to strengthen the monarchy.

MAIN PART 

Devote one paragraph to each of the factors

(a) Coronation Oath

(b) Traditional rights

(c) Foreign threats and wars

(d) Religion

(e) Parlements

(f) Communication

(g) Powerful nobles

(h) Finance

Show how each created problems for Francis that prevented him from consolidating and strengthening his position.

Eg.

One of the main problems that Francis faced was the constant drain on his treasury of the wars against the Habsburgs. Francis spent a fortune fighting against Charles V, money which could have been better spent on strengthening his position at home. The wars actually weakened, rather than strengthened, the monarchy. Firstly Francis’ wars were ultimately unsuccessful and damaged his image both at home and abroad. Success would have enabled him to return home as a strong military leader well able to overcome any resistance or opposition at home; but military failure made him appear weak and vulnerable and encouraged his critics to step up their opposition. For example, Parlement would never have dared to execute Berquin if Francis has a strong, successful army at his back. Secondly, the wars drained him of money and he was constantly forced to borrow money or try to raise it by new methods. Raising new revenue was always unpopular and it is much harder for a monarch to increase his authority if he is alienating his subjects. A king that has borrowed money is always at the mercy of his creditors and so does not have the freedom of action necessary to increase his power. Thirdly, Francis was actually taken prisoner during the wars and forced to agree to a humiliating peace treaty. This had two effects. Firstly, it meant that the king was away from France for a long period and was helpless. This allowed Parlement to mount a series of challenges to the royal authority and secondly Parlement refused to ratify the treaty which again weakened Francis in the eyes of other rulers. The wars, therefore, failed to increase the power of Francis. He had hoped to bring back a victorious army and the plundered wealth of Italy, as well as defeating his arch-rival and so strengthening his borders. The result was very different. He was humiliated, returned empty handed, bankrupted his country, allowed his critics to use his absences against him and strengthened his foreign enemies. 
Do the same for the other factors.

Then conclude

Francis saw himself as a renaissance prince whose task was to increase royal authority. He faced enormous difficulties that were endemic within the existing system he was forced to use, but his actions only served to make the position even more difficult. Instead of focusing on France, he wasted time, resources and money on futile wars. Finance was certainly an important factor, but there were other factors that were just as important. The wars, the emergence of a powerful religious movement, the increasing militancy of parlement, all of these played their part in frustrating Francis’ ambitions.
