
Strategies For Writing a Successful Essay in American History 
by M. Keith Harris 

  
I have taught this strategy to my students for many years…and if followed, it never 
fails.  
  
Before you do anything, read the prompt carefully. It is absolutely essential to 
answer precisely what the question is asking. I have seen many students zero in on 
a general topic…then proceed to wander off with some tangential narrative – entirely 
missing the main point(s) of the prompt. For example – if you are asked to write an 
essay using the following prompt:  
  
Explain and analyze the impact of industrialization and expanding markets on 
the development of TWO of the following regions between 1865 and 1900. 
1.Northeast/Midwest 2. South 3. West 
  
This prompt is asking you to do two things. First, you need to discuss the range of 
impact. Industrialization and expanding markets either had a great impact, little to no 
impact, or something in the middle. You need to specifically state which it is in your 
thesis (I will address this in a minute…). Second, you must pick which two regions 
you will be addressing and state them by name in your introduction. It may be the 
case that industry and the market affected each region in different ways. But you 
must clearly state this in your introduction. Do not leave it to the reader to figure this 
out several paragraphs deep. Before you begin writing it would serve you well to 
construct an outline. Begin with the introduction – the most important paragraph of 
your essay. An introduction should be divided into four parts:  
  
1. The hook – a short sentence that captures your reader’s attention and 
encourages them to read on. 

2. Context – in the example above you are given the year 1865 to 1900 or, the end 
of the Civil War to the beginning of the 20th century, which was the height of the 
Progressive Era. Explain to the reader what is going on during this time in terms of 
industrialization and expanding markets only. Do not diverge into other events that 
happened before or after the period in question. If you start discussing the American 
System of the early 19th century or America’s entry into WWII in too much detail (or 
at all) - you have gotten off topic. 

3. Thesis – this is a single clear and concise statement explaining exactly what you 
are about to argue. It should answer the question, in as few words as possible: what 
will I learn from this essay? 

4. Roadmap – what main points are you going to discuss? This should let the reader 
know what to expect. There is no need to go into detail here. Just outline the key 
ideas. Hint: three is the magic number. In other words, if you think that the West and 



South were greatly affected by industrialization and expanding markets then you will 
let your reader know that you will be discussing how in points X, Y, and Z.   
  
The next section you should outline is the body paragraphs. Each paragraph must 
begin with a topic sentence that does two things. 1. It sets up the main point of the 
paragraph, and 2. It relates directly back to the thesis statement. Hint: Use your 
roadmap to set up each topic sentence. In this case you will have three body 
paragraphs – one for each point on the roadmap. From here, you need to outline 
specific pieces of evidence for each paragraph. Again, three is the magic number. 
For example, if you want to argue that the influx of capital into the West and South 
accelerated change, then provide three examples of this happening. You will need to 
do this for each body paragraph.  
  
Finally, you will need to provide a conclusion. I have come to understand that many 
students think that a good conclusion simply restates the thesis. I believe that this is 
lazy writing. It does not hurt to mention it, but a great conclusion positions your 
essay to ask the next series of questions, or it could set up an explanation for what 
comes next in a few brief statements. For example, does the shift in the market and 
industry reorient population in the 20th century? If so, then mention it in your 
conclusion and give your reader something to think about.  
  
Your outline should look something like this:  
  
-       Introduction 
o   Hook 
o   Context 
o   Thesis 
o   Roadmap 
  
-       Body Paragraph #1 
o   Topic Sentence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
  
-       Body Paragraph #2 
o   Topic Sentence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
  



-       Body Paragraph #3 
o   Topic Sentence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
§  Evidence 
  
-       Conclusion 
  
Now, with you most lucid and concise prose, fill out the essay with wonderfully 
constructed sentences. Be sure to avoid things like the passive voice, ending 
sentences with prepositions, and using the word “impact” as a verb.  Get to the point 
– excessive flowery language used as filler and hyperbolic adjectives seldom work. 
In addition, avoid universal language. For instance – you will find it very difficult 
indeed to prove that all people in a particular group (Americans, women, etc.) think 
the same way.    
  
Take your time and proofread. If you are careless with spelling and grammar then it 
will suggest to your reader that you did not care enough to give good writing proper 
consideration. All of this takes practice, and it will take time for you to perfect this 
strategy. But it works. I promise.  
  
If you have any questions – please let me know on Twitter @mkeithharris or send an 
email to mkeithharris@gmail.com 
  
With compliments,  
  
Keith 
 

	


