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AP World History Course and Exam Description

Long Essay Question

Question 2 or Question 3

Suggested writing time: 35 minutes

Directions: Choose EITHER Question 2 or Question 3.

In your response you should do the following.

◼ Thesis: Present a thesis that makes a historically defensible claim and responds to all parts of 
the question. The thesis must consist of one or more sentences located in one place, either in the 
introduction or the conclusion.

◼ Application of Historical Thinking Skills: Develop and support an argument that applies 
historical thinking skills as directed by the question.

◼ Supporting the Argument with Evidence: Utilize specific examples of evidence to fully and 
effectively substantiate the stated thesis or a relevant argument.

◼ Synthesis: Extend the argument by explaining the connections between the argument and 
ONE of the following.

 – A development in a different historical period, situation, era, or geographical area.

– A course theme and/or approach to history that is not the focus of the essay (such as 
political, economic, social, cultural, or intellectual history).

 – A different discipline or field of inquiry (such as economics, government and politics, art 
history, or anthropology).

 Question 2: Evaluate the extent to which the emergence of Buddhism in the fifth century b.c.e. 
can be considered a turning point in world history.

In the development of your argument, explain what changed and what stayed the same from 
the period before the emergence of Buddhism in the fifth century b.c.e to the period after the 
emergence of Buddhism in the fifth century b.c.e (Historical thinking skill: Periodization).

 Learning Objectives

Key Concepts 
in the Curriculum 
Framework

CUL-1 Compare the origins, principal beliefs, and practices 
of the major world religions and belief systems.

CUL-2 Explain how religious belief systems developed and spread as 
a result of expanding communication and exchange networks.

CUL-4 Analyze the ways in which religious and secular belief 
systems affected political, economic, and social institutions.

CUL-5 Explain and compare how teachings and social practices of different 
religious and secular belief systems affected gender roles and family structures.

CUL-9 Explain the relationship between expanding exchange 
networks and the emergence of various forms of transregional 
culture, including music, literature, and visual art.

SB-4 Explain and compare how social, cultural, and environmental 
factors influenced state formation, expansion, and dissolution.

ECON-8 Analyze the relationship between belief systems and economic systems.

2.1.II

2.3.III

3.3.III
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Long Essay Question

What Good Responses Will Include

In challenging or substantiating a claim about a turning point, this question asks 
students to analyze what changed and what stayed the same with the emergence 
of Buddhism in the fifth century B.C.E. A good response will have a stated thesis 
that makes a historically defensible claim that addresses the extent to which the 
emergence of Buddhism functioned as a turning point during the fifth century B.C.E. 
The thesis must go beyond simply stating that it was or was not a turning point. A 
good thesis might make the claim that because Buddhism eventually became the 
predominant religion in East and Southeast Asia, it was an important turning point 
in world history. However, another good thesis might also make the claim that the 
emergence of Buddhism was not a turning point because in the fifth century B.C.E., 
the extent to which it was a turning point was limited only to South Asia.

While it is acceptable for the thesis to focus on either changes (by making an argument 
that the emergence of Buddhism in the fifth century B.C.E. was a turning point) or 
continuities (by making the argument that the emergence of Buddhism in the fifth 
century B.C.E. did not mark a significant turning point), the body of the essay must 
evaluate to some degree both changes AND continuities in order to earn full points.

In a good response, students will support their argument with specific examples 
that clearly and consistently demonstrate ways in which the period before the rise of 
Buddhism was similar to and different from the period after its rise. A strong essay will 
not only describe these similarities and differences but will also use them to analyze 
and explain the significance or extent of the impact of Buddhism on the trajectory 
of world history. A strong response will demonstrate knowledge of the relevant 
chronology and a detailed understanding of the events and circumstances of the period.

In supporting a thesis that asserts the emergence of Buddhism was a turning 
point, students might describe and explain the significant changes and differences 
brought to South Asia during the time of the Mauryan Empire. For example, 
a strong essay might make the case that Buddhism challenged existing caste and 
gender hierarchies in South Asia, or it might make the claim that the promotion 
of Buddhism by the Mauryan Empire was associated with the first large centrally 
administered state in South Asia. In supporting a thesis that asserts that the 
emergence of Buddhism was not a turning point, students might describe and 
explain the significant continuities and similarities found throughout Eurasia before 
and after the fifth century B.C.E. Examples might include the continued significance 
of religions such as Daoism and Shintoism in East Asia both before and well after 
the fifth century B.C.E.

Student responses should support or qualify their arguments about the effects of 
the emergence of Buddhism by examining the potential role of other developments 
beyond Buddhism in causing change during this time period. Students might point 
to the formation and expansion of empires, the origins of Confucianism, or the 
impact of the Upanishads in the development of what became Hinduism, to make 
their arguments. Some students might argue that these developments were more 
significant than Buddhism in making the fifth century B.C.E. a turning point. Other 
students might argue that the rise of Buddhism marked a turning point in world 
history, but that these other developments were also harbingers of significant change. 

A good response also synthesizes and extends the argument. One way to do this 
would be to compare the effects of the emergence of Buddhism with other possible 
turning points in world history in different time periods. A strong essay asserting 
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that the emergence of Buddhism was not a significant turning point could do so by 
comparing it with another turning point in a different place or time that had greater 
coherence and impact across world history. A student could make the case, for 
example, that the fall of the Classical empires in the third and fourth centuries C.E. 
was a more significant turning point in world history than the rise of Buddhism. 
Another response might compare Buddhism’s effects with the impact of new 
religions and belief systems outside of Asia at roughly the same time period, such 
as the emergence of Greek moral and natural philosophy, or the establishment 
of Zoroastrianism as a state religion. Finally, a response might bring in ideas 
from a discipline beyond history to support the argument. For example, a strong 
essay might introduce the significance of archaeological evidence – or the absence 
thereof – in making the case for the extent of Buddhist significance in the fifth 
century B.C.E.

 Question 3: Evaluate the extent to which the emergence of Islam in the seventh century c.e. 
can be considered a turning point in world history.

In the development of your argument, explain what changed and what stayed the same from 
the period before the emergence of Islam in the seventh century c.e. to the period after the 
emergence of Islam in the seventh century c.e. (Historical thinking skill: Periodization).

Learning Objectives

Key Concepts 
in the Curriculum 
Framework

CUL-1 Compare the origins, principal beliefs, and practices 
of the major world religions and belief systems.

CUL-2 Explain how religious belief systems developed and spread as 
a result of expanding communication and exchange networks.

CUL-4 Analyze the ways in which religious and secular belief 
systems affected political, economic, and social institutions.

CUL-9 Explain the relationship between expanding exchange 
networks and the emergence of various forms of transregional 
culture, including music, literature, and visual art.

SB-1 Explain and compare how rulers constructed and 
maintained different forms of governance.

3.1.I

3.1.III

What Good Responses Will Include

In challenging or substantiating a claim about a turning point, this question asks 
students to analyze what changed and what stayed the same with the emergence 
of Islam in the seventh century C.E. A good response will have a stated thesis 
that makes a historically defensible claim that addresses the extent to which the 
emergence of Islam functioned as a turning point during the seventh century C.E. 
The thesis must go beyond simply stating that it was or was not a turning point. 
A good thesis might make the claim that because Islam became the dominant 
religion throughout much of Afro–Eurasia, it was an important turning point in 
world history. However, another good thesis might also make the claim that the 
emergence of Islam was not a turning point because in the seventh century C.E., it 
was limited to the Middle East and its extensive impact in Afro–Eurasia came many 
centuries later and in differing forms of Muslim religious practice.
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While it is acceptable for the thesis to focus on either changes (by making an 
argument that the emergence of Islam in the seventh century C.E. was a turning 
point) or continuities (by making the argument that the emergence of Islam in the 
seventh century C.E. did not mark a significant turning point), the body of the essay 
must evaluate to some degree both changes AND continuities in order to earn full 
points.

In a good response, students will support their argument with specific examples 
that clearly and consistently demonstrate ways in which the period before the rise 
of Islam was similar to and different from the period after its rise. A strong essay will 
not only describe these similarities and differences but also use them to analyze and 
explain the significance or extent of the impact of Islam on the trajectory of world 
history. A strong response will demonstrate knowledge of the relevant chronology 
and a detailed understanding of the events and circumstances of the period.

In supporting a thesis that asserts that the emergence of Islam as a turning point, 
students might describe and explain the significant changes and differences 
brought to the Middle East and North Africa during the time of the Umayyad 
Caliphate. Students might point to the importance of Arab Muslim traders and 
the Umayyad Caliphate in promoting and extending trade from Spain to the Indus 
Valley that in turn facilitated important cross-cultural encounters and the diffusion 
of technologies as well as cultural practices.  In supporting a thesis that asserts 
that the emergence of Islam was not a turning point, students might describe 
and explain the significant continuities and similarities found throughout Eurasia 
before and after the seventh century C.E. Examples might include role of the jizya in 
maintaining the continued importance of Judaism, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism 
within the Umayyad Caliphate.

Student responses should support or qualify their arguments about the effects 
of the emergence of Islam by examining the potential role of other developments 
beyond Islam in causing change during this time period. Students might point to the 
revival and expansion of empire in China under the Tang during this period. They 
might also address the revival of trade across Eurasia through the Silk Roads and 
Indian Ocean during the period.

A good response also synthesizes and extends the argument. One way to do this 
would be to compare the effects of the emergence of Islam with other possible 
turning points in world history in different time periods. A strong essay asserting that 
the emergence of Islam was not a significant turning point could do so by comparing 
it with another turning point in a different place or time that had greater coherence 
and impact across world history. A student could make the case, for example, that 
the fall of the Classical empires across Eurasia in the third and fourth centuries 
C.E. was a more significant turning point in world history than the rise of Islam in 
the seventh century C.E. Finally, a response might bring in ideas from a discipline 
beyond history to support the argument. For example, a strong essay supporting the 
emergence of Islam as a turning point might introduce the significance of findings 
from anthropology or religious studies that address the means by which the practices 
of Islam adapted to local circumstances as the religion spread.

Document-based and long-essay question rubrics, additional questions, 
sample responses, and scoring guidelines can be found on AP Central.
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