
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES 

Long Essay Question
 
Evaluate the relative importance of the causes that led to the writing of the Declaration of Independence. 

Maximum Possible Points: 6 

Points Rubric Notes 
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Thesis/Claim: Responds to the prompt with 
a historically defensible thesis/claim that 
establishes a line of reasoning. (1 point) 

To earn this point, the thesis must make a 
claim that responds to the prompt rather than 
restating or rephrasing the prompt. The thesis 
must consist of one or more sentences located 
in one place, either in the introduction or the 
conclusion. 

Responses earn one point by responding to the 
question with a historically reasoned thesis that 
explains relationships among pieces of historical 
evidence. Thesis statements need to demonstrate 
some degree of specificity regarding the relationship 
between the causes leading to the writing of the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Examples that earn this point include: 

Å “The end of the Seven Year’s War and its 
repercussions on the colonists coupled with 
limits set in place thru repressive acts (i.e. 
Stamp, Sugar, and Intolerable) played a major 
role in the drafting of the Declaration of 
Independence. 

Å “Ultimately, Britain’s need for revenue and 
the subsequent acts passed to collect money, 
led to the colonists wanting more economic 
and political independence. This led to a 
new ‘American Identity’ which called for 
various freedoms which were addressed by 
Jefferson and the writing of the Declaration of 
Independence.” 
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Contextualization: Describes a broader 
historical context relevant to the prompt. 
(1 point) 

To earn this point, the response must relate the 
topic of the prompt to broader historical events, 
developments, or processes that occur before, 
during, or continue after the time frame of the 
question. This point is not awarded for merely a 
phrase or reference. 

Examples of context might include the following, 
with appropriate elaboration: 

Å The Enlightenment and how it fostered change 
throughout the colonies. 

Å A Republican form of government in theory 
allowed colonists to elect leaders to rule on their 
behalf. 

Å A thorough comparison of the equality 
mentioned in the Declaration of Independence 
with the equality mentioned in the Gettysburg 
Address. 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Points Rubric Notes 
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C
:

Evidence: Provides specific examples of 
evidence relevant to the topic of the prompt. 
(1 point) 

OR 

Supports an Argument: Supports an argument 
in response to the prompt using specific and 
relevant examples of evidence. (2 points) 

Historical Reasoning: Uses historical 
reasoning (e.g. comparison, causation, CCOT) 
to frame or structure an argument that 
addresses the prompt. (1 point) 

OR 

Complexity: Demonstrates a complex 
understanding of the historical development 
that is the focus of the prompt, using evidence 
to corroborate, qualify, or modify an argument 
that addresses the question. (2 points) 

Responses earn one point by providing at least two 
specific examples of evidence relevant to the topic of 
the prompt. 

Evidence used might include the following: 

Å End of Salutary Neglect 

Å “No taxation without representation” 

Å Stamp Act and later repeal 

Å Boston Tea Party 

Å 1st and 2nd Continental Congress 

Å Olive Branch Petition 

Å Thomas Paine “Common Sense” 

OR 

Responses earn two points by using examples of 
specific historical evidence to support an argument 
in response to the prompt. 

Responses earn one point by framing or structuring 
an argument addressing the relationship between 
the causes leading to the writing of the Declaration 
of Independence. The reasoning used in the response 
might be uneven or imbalanced. 

Examples of using historical reasoning about 
causation might include: 

Å The economic strain placed on the colonists 

after 1763 led to a rebellious spirit within 

various colonies.
 

Å Despite virtual representation in Parliament, the 
colonists sought a better solution. 

Å The western colonists began to feel trapped 
after the Proclamation and were suspicious of 
Britain’s motivations. 

Å Different forms of protests (boycotts, petitions, 
mass gatherings, etc.) gave confidence to the 
colonists. 

OR 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 2 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Points Rubric Notes 

To earn two points, the response must 
demonstrate a complex understanding. This 
can be accomplished in a variety of ways, 
such as: 

Å Explaining nuance of an issue by analyzing 
multiple variables 

Å Explaining both similarities and differences, 
or explaining both continuity and change, 
or explaining multiple causes, or explaining 
both causes and effects 

Å Explaining relevant and insightful 
connections within and across periods 

Å Confirming the validity of an argument by 
corroborating multiple perspectives across 
themes 

Å Qualifying or modifying an argument by 
considering diverse or alternative views or 
evidence 

This understanding must be part of the 
argument, not merely a phrase or reference. 

Responses earn two points by demonstrating a 
complex understanding of how the relationship 
between causes led to the writing of the Declaration 
of Independence using evidence to corroborate, 
qualify, or modify their argument. 

Ways of demonstrating a complex understanding of 
this prompt might include: 

Å Explaining the differences between primary and 
secondary causes and between short and long 
term effects of the Declaration of Independence. 

Å Understanding that change after the Declaration 
of Independence was uneven and very different 
in the 13 colonies. 

Å Recognizing that despite the economic and 
political freedoms after the Declaration of 
Independence, other areas such as social 
freedom were absent. 

If response is completely blank, enter—for all four score categories: A, B, C, and D 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 3
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Scoring Notes 

Introductory note: 

Å The components of this rubric require that students 
demonstrate historically defensible content knowledge. 
Given the timed nature of the exam, the essay may contain 
errors that do not detract from the overall quality, as long 
as the historical content used to advance the argument 
is accurate. 

Å Exam essays should be considered first drafts and thus 
may contain grammatical errors. Those errors will not 
be counted against a student unless they obscure the 
successful demonstration of the content knowledge, skills, 
and practices described below. 

Note: Student samples are quoted verbatim and may contain 
grammatical errors. 

A. Thesis/Claim (1 point) 

Responses earn one point by responding to the question 
with a historically reasoned thesis that explains relationships 
among pieces of historical evidence. Thesis statements need 
to demonstrate some degree of specificity regarding the 
relationship between causes leading to the writing of the 
Declaration of Independence 

Examples of acceptable thesis: 

Å “All in all, due to the harsh taxes, severe laws, and the 
already present acts of defiance from American colonists, 
many colonists believed that it was in their best interest to 
break away from Great Britain by writing the Declaration 
of Independence.” 

Å “The Declaration of Independence was written partially 
to combat this new, more restrictive government and its 
lack of representation. However, the primary causes of 
writing this document were the cruel economic measures 
that England used against its colonists and the social 
movements of the colonists in response to the economic 
circumstances.” 

Examples of unacceptable thesis: 

Å “After the French and Indian War the colonists used 
various causes to write the Declaration of Independence.” 
(This statement does not make a claim that describes 
causes; it simply restates the question.) 

Å “The Declaration of Independence led to the Revolutionary 
War which made Americans free forever.” (This response is 
off topic and is not responding to the prompt)repub 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 4 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

B. Contextualization (1 point) 

To earn this point, the response must relate the topic of the 
prompt to broader historical events, developments, or processes 
that occur before, during, or continue after the timeframe of 
the question. This point is not awarded for merely a phrase 
or reference. 

Examples of context might include the following: 

Å The Enlightenment and how it fostered change 

throughout the colonies.
 

Å A republican form of government in theory allowed 

colonists to elect leaders to rule on their behalf.
 

Å A thorough comparison of the equality mentioned in the 
Declaration of Independence with the equality mentioned 
in the Gettysburg Address. 

Example of acceptable contextualization: 

Å “Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence was greatly 
influenced by Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke, 
Montesquieu, and Adam Smith. Natural Rights, Checks 
and Balances, and a Free Market were all long term effects 
achieved years after the Declaration of Independence 
was written.” 

Example of unacceptable contextualization: 

Å “From the time of Columbus sailing in 1492 the New 
World offered many challenges to European Mother 
Countries all of which were put to rest with the writing of 
the Declaration of Independence.” (This response does not 
meaningfully introduce any specific broader issues relevant 
to the prompt.) 

C. Evidence (2 points) 

a) Addressing the Topic 

Responses earn one point by providing at least two specific 
examples of evidence relevant to the topic of the prompt. 
Responses can earn this point without earning the point for 
thesis statement. (1 point) 

Evidence used could include the following: 

Å Albany Plan 

Å French and Indian War 

Å Salutary Neglect 

Å Molasses Act 

Å Hat Act 

Å Navigation Acts 

Å Direct tax 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 5 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Indirect tax 

Proclamation of 1763 

Ben Franklin 

Thomas Paine 

Patrick Henry 

Sam Adams 

John Adams 

George Washington 

John Hancock 

King George 

Townsend 

Greenville 

Mercantilism 

Parliament 

No taxation without representation 

Sugar Act 

Currency Act 

Declaratory Act 

Quartering Act 

Boston Massacre 

Boston Tea Party 

Intolerable Acts 

Writs of Assistance 

Sons of Liberty 

Daughters of Liberty 

Common Sense 

1st and 2nd Continental Congress 

Evidence that could not be used to earn this point includes: 

Battles of the American Revolution (Although mentioned 
in many student responses, each battle, with the exception 
of Lexington and Concord, occurs after the writing of the 
Declaration of Independence thus can not be considered 
a cause) 

Manifest Destiny and the westward expansion in the 19th 

century (Despite a connection to colonists moving west, 
this movement is not relevant to causes that led to the 
writing of the Declaration of Independence) 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 6 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Example of acceptable providing evidence relevant to the 
topic of the prompt: 

“The quartering of troops and closing of various ports by 
Parliament led to unrest amongst the colonists and was 
later mentioned in the Declaration of Independence” 

Example of unacceptable providing evidence relevant to the 
topic of the prompt: 

“Washington’s leadership throughout the writing and 
signing of the Declaration of Independence was critical to 
its passage.” (Responses that put George Washington at 
the center of writing and the Declaration of Independence 
passage confuse his leadership during the Revolutionary 
War and represent no relevance to the question.) 

OR 

b) Supporting an Argument 

Responses earn two points by using examples of specific 
historical evidence to support an argument in response to the 
prompt. (2 points) 

Example of acceptable use of evidence to support 
an argument: 

“The growing unrest throughout the British colonies 
in North America following the French and Indian War 
was evident economically and politically. Economically 
the northeastern manufacturers, who thrived during 
salutary neglect, were forced to pay taxes and in some 
cases transport their goods (Navigation Acts) on Imperial 
ships. Politically, the rally cry ‘No taxation with out 
representation’ echoed throughout the colonies as an 
informed base began to realize the difference between 
direct (Stamp Act) and indirect taxes (Tea Act).” 

Example of unacceptable use of evidence to support 
an argument: 

“The failure of Mercantilism after the French and Indian 
War led to the writing of the Declaration of Independence” 
(This response does not use evidence to support an 
argument about the causes that led to the writing of the 
Declaration of Independence.) 

D. Analysis and Reasoning (2 points) 

a) Historical Reasoning 

Responses earn one point by framing or structuring an 
argument addressing the relationship between causes 
leading to the writing of the Declaration of Independence. The 
reasoning used in the response might be uneven or imbalanced. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 7 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Examples of using historical reasoning about causation might 
include: 

The economic strain placed on the colonists after 1763 led 
to a rebellious spirit within various colonies. 

Despite virtual representation in Parliament, the colonists 
sought a better a solution. 

The western colonists’ began to feel trapped after the 
Proclamation and were suspicious of Britain’s motivations. 

Different forms of protests (boycotts, petitions, mass 
gatherings, etc.) gave confidence to the colonists. 

Example of acceptable use of historical reasoning to frame or 
structure an argument: 

“With each protest the colonists began to effect change. 
The simple boycott of certain goods allowed the entire 
family to play a role. With the success of the boycotts, 
petitions and pamphlets circulated and more importantly 
began to educate the colonists. Without this process 
colonists may not have rallied to Common Sense and 
eventually the Declaration of Independence.” 

Example of unacceptable use of historical reasoning to frame 
or structure an argument: 

“Finally, a cause that would play a huge factor in the 
writing of Declaration of Independence was that Jefferson 
wanted all men created equal. This Jeffersonian belief 
which he fought for his entire life would be realized with 
the 13th and 19th amendments” (This response fails to 
understand the true intent of the motivations of Declaration 
of Independence) 

OR 

b) Complexity 

Responses earn two points by demonstrating a complex 
understanding of how the relationship between the causes 
led to the writing of the Declaration of Independence using 
evidence to corroborate, qualify, or modify their argument. To 
earn two points, the response must demonstrate a complex 
understanding. This can be accomplished in a variety of ways, 
such as: 

Explaining nuance of an issue by analyzing multiple 
variables. 

Explaining both similarities and differences, or explaining 
both continuity and change, or explaining and evaluating 
multiple causes. 

Explaining relevant and insightful connections within and 
across periods 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 8 
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AP U.S. HISTORY SCORING GUIDELINES SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Confirming the validity of an argument by corroborating 
multiple perspectives across themes 

Qualifying or modifying an argument by considering 
diverse or alternative views or evidence 

This understanding must be part of the argument, not merely a 
phrase or reference. 

Ways of demonstrating complex understanding for this prompt 
might include: 

Explaining the differences between primary and secondary 
causes and between short/long term causes that led to 
the writing of the Declaration of Independence. 

Understanding that change after the Declaration of 
Independence was uneven and very different in the 
13 colonies. 

Recognizing that despite the economic and political 
freedoms after the Declaration of Independence, other 
areas such as social freedom were absent. 

Examples of acceptable demonstration of a complex 
understanding: 

“A long term cause which originated in 1763 was the 
feeling of being hemmed in by the Proclamation of 1763. 
The long term resentment and not being entitled to land 
they helped win (French and Indian War) was directed 
towards the King and Parliament. Feeling aside, short 
term causes; ports being closed, quartering of troops, and 
unrealistic taxes led to more violent forms of protest and 
ultimately the writing of the Declaration of Independence. 
Over 12 years the need for Independence moved from 
thoughts of independence to actions of Independence. 
(This response qualifies an argument about the short term 
causes and long term causes that led to the writing of the 
Declaration of Independence.) 

Examples of unacceptable demonstration of a complex 
understanding: 

“The Declaration of Independence launched the American 
identity which in turn led to all men and women being 
equal. This is evident in the last 10 years as we have had 
an African American President and almost had a Female 
President, God Bless America.” (This response makes a 
passing generic soap box statement that fails to address the 
complexity of the question) 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 9 
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