
Causation Essay Feedback 
Directions: First, read over the detailed feedback I have written up based on my analysis of all of the essays I 
received in order to get a good understanding for what the common mistakes and missteps were and how they 

should be corrected. Then, use the step-by-step feedback annotation guide that follows to mark up the first 
three essays in the packet you were given. 

 
CAUSATION ESSAY PROMPT: Using specific examples, analyze causes of imperial expansion and 

consolidation in the period circa 600 B.C.E. to 600 C.E. (Historical thinking skill: Causation) 

Detailed Feedback 
Why so many people writing about only one Empire? Usually Roman or Han? 
 
 
BIGGEST THING YOU NEED TO REALIZE 
An astounding amount of people seemed to either not realize they were doing this wrong or maybe knew but 
didn't realize how badly it would harm their final grade. Guys, the MINIMUM requirement is that you include 
TWO METHODS, one expansion and one consolidation, and for each, TWO SPECIFIC EXAMPLES that 
support the methods. That’s the minimum. You were SUPPOSED to do THREE and THREE, with the extra 
being a protection for you, because you only get credit if the methods and examples are deemed acceptable. If 
it turns out that one of your two doesn't work, you don't get credit for either of them, because you have to have 
at least two to get the point. Many people only did two, and one was bad, so they didn't get the point. What 
point specifically? You need at least one method of each (expansion and consolidation) to get the first point for 
analysis and reasoning. If you don't get the first point, you are not allowed to get the second. You need at least 
four specific examples (two for each) to get the first point for evidence. Again, if you don't get the first point, you 
are not allowed to get the second. There are only 6 points on the essay, and those first ones are supposed to 
be the easy ones. If you either didn't follow the rule of three, or worse, didn't even attempt the minimum 
requirements, you are dooming your essay from the start. 
 
ADDRESS THE PROMPT YOU ARE GIVEN 
Even the best lasagna cannot win a chili contest. If you are asked to write a specific essay in a specific format, 
you cannot write a different essay of your own choosing and expect to get a good grade. Making connections 
to modern day might be interesting, and perhaps there might even be a place for it in your conclusion (although 
connections to other periods of history from this course would probably be better received, and, again, only in 
the conclusion) these things should form no part of your introduction (contextualization and certainly not thesis) 
nor should they be part of your body paragraphs. That would be going off task and bringing in information 
irrelevant to the prompt. These things are especially dangerous in your intro, as they can throw off your thesis 
and distort the whole essay. If you have interesting off-topic connections you want to make, make sure they 
really make sense, and even then, conclusion only. 
 
MISREADING THE PROMPT 
There were a number of people who misinterpreted the meaning of the prompt and based their essays on this 
off-target prompt. To clarify, the prompt required you to analyze causes of imperial expansion and 
consolidation. They used the word causes, which is, admittedly, not super clear. That is why, in my directions 
for the essay, I clarified that what they are looking for are the METHODS of expansion and consolidation, the 
HOW of expansion and consolidation. They used the word "cause" because it is a "causation" essay so I guess 
they are trying to show that, but they left it vague. What they are looking for are the actions taken by empires 
that caused the expansion and consolidation. However, some people took different interpretations that left 
them writing in the wrong direction. The most common misinterpretation (and the one which I would consider 
totally understandable, had I not explicitly told you otherwise) was to interpret it as asking for the 



MOTIVATIONS for expansion and consolidation, in other words, the WHY and not the HOW, or what caused 
them to want to expand and consolidate. Another misinterpretation that is less forgivable is to look at the 
effects or impacts of expansion and consolidation, which is the opposite of the prompt. I believe people were 
thinking of things that were CAUSED BY expansion and consolidation, but as I taught in the beginning of the 
year in the lesson on causation, "caused by" is just another way of describing and effect. These two mistakes 
produce similar examples in that motivations for expansion and consolidation are often the hope of achieving 
some effect. Some people actually blended the correct and incorrect interpretation in the same essay, like 
discussing motivations for expansion (incorrect) but methods for consolidation (correct). Unfortunately, you 
need both expansion and consolidation methods to get even the first point for evidence. 
 
WEAK THESIS 
I am glad people are getting the structure of the thesis more than last time. That has definitely improved. 
However, many people are still missing a very important component, and that is the argument itself. You are 
correct that the thesis must identify the three causes (in this case, methods) being discussed in the rest of the 
essay, but the part that is often missing is some kind of overarching argument about the topic that you are 
going to try to demonstrate through discussing those causes. Even something as simple as to say that 
classical empires could not exist without methods of expansion and consolidation would work. Perhaps more 
interesting would be an argument emphasizing that consolidation is more important than expansion, or that 
consolidation is often overlooked but just as important as expansion, which gives more fame and glory but less 
long-term stability. The point is, you have to be making a point, and it should be felt throughout the essay. This 
is just like in debates, when I remind you to always emphasize your position throughout the debate and always 
connect back to that. Now, I am being generous with giving credit for the thesis point, although not as generous 
as I was for the first essay, so even if you don't have much of an argument but the rest of the thesis is strong, 
I'll probably give you the point. However, the lack of a clear argument in your essay makes it very difficult for 
me to give you the second point for evidence (C2), which requires an argument to get credit. In future essays, 
a thesis without an argument may not receive any credit at all.  
 
PUTTING EMPIRES OVER METHODS 
This is a Causation Essay, and the causes in this case are the methods. They are supposed to be the stars of 
the story. Instead, some students focused each paragraph on a different empire, covering their efforts at 
expansion and consolidation along the way. While technically this approach is not wrong, and does not 
inherently take away points, it is not the way I instructed you to write the essay, and for good reason. Writing 
the essay this way structures the essay around the empires rather than the methods of expansion and 
consolidation. It focuses the essay on something other than it's main purpose, making it more confusing for the 
reader to follow, and making it more likely that, as the writer, you will go off focus and off task, possibly not 
writing about the same three forms of expansion and consolidation across your essay (which happened often). 
You are supposed to write about three (or at least two) different methods, and give three (or at least two) 
specific examples of each from classical empires. If you wound up writing about many different methods, you 
might not have given enough examples for any of them, thereby not fulfilling even the basic components of the 
rubric. In a few cases, students actually went out of their way to highlight DIFFERENT methods for each 
empire, which is the opposite of the task of showing how multiple empires used the same or similar methods in 
different contexts. 
 
CLARIFICATION AND ANALYSIS: HOWS AND WHYS 
Probably the best thing you can do to improve your essays, and I have told you guys this before, is to go 
through your entire essay and write the words "how" and "why" wherever possible. This will help you identify 
areas where you left claims unexplained and unsupported. In a number of essays, students mentioned 
examples of methods of, say, consolidation, but never explained how these actions actually caused 
consolidation. That might make the difference between one and two points for analysis and reasoning (D). In 
fact, going through your essay like that to check might save you TWO points, not just one. Why? (See what I 
did there?) Because, some people wrote what were supposed to be examples of a method of consolidation 
that simply did not work as examples for that method. Had they gone through the essay asking themselves 
"How" and "Why", they would have realized that they couldn't give an answer, and it would have shown them 
that they needed a new example because that one didn't work.  



CONSISTENCY 
One the important features of the AP rubric that you need to understand is that grading is not holistic. Holistic 
grading means they look at the whole essay and grade you based on how you did overall, forgiving weakness 
in one part if you were really strong in another. In contrast, with AP essays, they expect you to be consistent 
throughout the essay, and weakness in one part renders strength in another part irrelevant. Think of the 
expression "a chain is only as strong as its weakest link." For any particular component of the rubric, if it is not 
true throughout your essay, then it is not true at all. If you needed 4 of something and you only had 3, it's the 
same as if you had 0. It is very black and white, all or nothing. So you need to make sure that your whole essay 
is strong, because your essay will be defined by its weakest parts. I know that sounds really unfair, but that's 
the way it is on the AP exam and in life. If you go for a job interview, and it's going really well, and then on one 
issue you show you don't know something important or you are unprepared, that could be the end of your 
chance at that job. The real world has high standards. If you aim for just good enough, you will often fall short, 
but if you aim for perfection, you can achieve excellence. 
 
LAW OF CAUSATION: A THING CANNOT BE ITS OWN CAUSE 
This was mainly an issue for expansion. I was somewhat lenient on this, but it should be addressed. You can't 
use expansion itself as a cause of expansion. Some people made the mistake of never identifying any 
particular method. In other words, they tried to argue that conquering other people could be accomplished by 
conquering other people. A particular method is needed, even if it's almost the same thing, because you need 
to be able to make an argument. Examples of methods of expansion would include having a powerful, well-
equipped, or well-trained army, using superior technologies or new tactics, and things of that nature. That way, 
you will be able to point out specific examples of these methods.  
 
NO REAL DETAIL 
This was especially an issue for Expansion, similar to and often occurring together with the previous issue. The 
rubric says you have to give SPECIFIC examples. Many people, especially for expansion, were just writing 
vague ideas like "the Romans had a stronger army" or "Alexander had better technology" or "the Persian 
troops were very loyal." These are not specific details. These are just vague assertions, and they are 
meaningless without specifics to back them up. Otherwise, anyone could just make these things up without 
learning anything. You have to be specific, like to talk about the sarissas, the long spears, and the phalanx 
formation used by Alexander's armies, and explain why it gave them an advantage. That's the level of detail 
expect in a "specific example". Even something like "Ashoka's policies led to greater consolidation within his 
government" does not work unless you can identify and explain the policies to which you allude. 
 
You might notice that these vague “examples” are actually more like methods. In many cases, students who 
made the first mistake of using expansion itself as a method of expansion fell into using what should have 
been a method as an “example” of their method. 
 
GO IN ORDER 
Whatever order you mention the methods in your thesis, you should follow the same order in your paragraphs. 
Otherwise, it's confusing. You should definitely have started with expansion, not consolidation. 
 
PROOFREAD 
Guys, this is a bad one. I know that, technically, they do not count grammar and punctuation as part of the 
rubric, but if you are not making sense and making careless errors all over the place, it will make it very difficult 
for you to score well. It seems pretty clear to me that a lot of people are not proofreading their essays. 
Honestly, from the reader's perspective, it gives the impression that you are confused and messy and it also 
can register as insulting to reader, that you seem to have not valued the reader enough to make sure what you 
wrote was clean and professional. There are issues like, half way through a sentence, the sentence will 
change direction and say something different, or words are just missing, or punctuation and capitalization are 
missing. These are things you need to catch, especially since I have let you take them home after writing in 
class to clean them up. Since people often miss their own errors because their brains see what they meant to 
write rather than what they really wrote, it can help to read your essay out loud. Then you may catch some of 
these errors. You can also ask a parent or friend to read it over for you. 



RANDOM 
• A number of people failed in their thesis and/or body paragraphs to distinguish between methods of 

expansion and methods of consolidation. They just referred to every method as a method of expansion 
and consolidation. Except in very few situations, the methods of expansion are separate from the 
methods of consolidation. 

• Some people wrote about events or developments that happened during the classical era, but either 
they had nothing to do with an empire or the person did not explain any connection to an empire, such 
as the growth of trade routes and the spread of religions. Unless you specifically and explicitly found a 
way of tying it in to expansion and consolidation, that would not count as an example. 

• Don't use slashes and parentheses. Use words instead to express the idea. Specifically with slashes, 
some people are using them to say two words at once. That's not a thing. Pick a word. Don't use etc. 
Use your words. Don't ask questions. Find a way of expressing the idea without a direct question. Don't 
say things like "as you can see", especially when we actually cannot see whatever it is because you 
haven't supported your claims. Don't use you at all. Also, the same goes for "this shows how" unless 
you follow it up with an explanation. Leaving it open ended will probably be an unsupported assertion. 

• An oddly large number of people, when ostensibly discussing military technology used for conquest, 
went off on an irrelevant tangent about agricultural production. Some people did a better job (not good, 
just better) trying to tie that in with military conquest, but for most it was a weird off topic insertion. I 
don't know if this was an idea that was circulated among the classes that someone convinced you 
made sense, but for the most part, it did not, and made it seem like the author was not aware of what 
they were saying. 

• Cultural unity/uniformity, cultural diffusion, and cultural tolerance are three different things 
o Cultural uniformity means having everyone in your empire adhering to the same cultural norms, 

be it religion, language, philosophy, or cultural identity, often by force, in order to be unified. 
o Cultural tolerance means allowing the people in your empire the freedom to be diverse and 

maintain their own religions, languages, philosophies, or cultural identities, in order to provide 
flexibility and keep people happy to prevent rebellion. It is the opposite of cultural uniformity. 

o Cultural diffusion is the spread and exchange of culture and is not a method of consolidation. 
 
QUALIFICATION & NUANCE (REMEMBER FOR NEXT ESSAY!!!) 

• The hardest point to get on the LEQ is the second point for Analysis and Reasoning, for which you are 
expected to show a deep level of understanding through qualifying your argument (pointing out 
exceptions and imperfections within your own argument without undermining it) and by highlighting 
nuances (fine details and observations about the topic). The following are some ways this can be 
achieved in this essay. 

o Point out examples where empires failed to employ a particular method and because of that 
failure failed to either expand or consolidate. 

o Point out an example where the method was employed and yet was not successful in order to 
argue that these methods were not always successful, and that some were more successful 
than others. 

o These should not be the main focus of your essay or paragraphs, but should be added into the 
conversation in order to develop it further. It could be done before concluding a body paragraph 
as the second to last thing you write, or possibly even in the conclusion, depending on what 
works best in your writing. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Feedback Annotation Guide 
Directions: Follow each of the following steps for each of the three essays you are annotating with feedback. 

Refer to the Detailed Feedback section above for clarification on specific issues. 
 
SCORING 

•  At the bottom of the essay, or on the back if there no other room, draw 
a simple chart for the six rubric points like the example to the right. As 
you mark up the essay, at the end of each section of this guide, you will decide whether or not to grant 
the point for that part of the rubric. If they get the point, put a 1, and if they don’t get the point, put a 0. 

 
(A) CONTEXTUALIZATION 

• Note whether or not there is a proper contextualization before the thesis begins. It should consist of at 
least three sentences and must be relevant, meaning it provides background in some way on the 
classical age in general and/or specifically the nature of empires in the classical age. If entirely absent, 
write "No Context." If they did it and did it properly, write "Context" with a check next to it. If they 
attempted contextualization, but they did it wrong, write "Context" with an X next to it, and write a note 
telling them what the issue was, such as not being relevant or not giving enough detail. 

 
(B) THESIS 

• Identify the three methods of expansion/consolidation mentioned in the thesis by underlining them. If 
they are appropriate, put M1, M2, and M3, each followed by a check. If they do not work, put an X. If 
any are missing, write “missing method” and put an X. 

• Determine whether they distinguished between the expansion method and the consolidation methods. If 
they didn't, write "Distinguish!" in the margin. 

• Determine whether they mentioned the specific empires that employed each method. If not, write 
"Which Empires?" next to it. 

• Determine whether there is any actual argument being presented in the thesis about classical empires 
and their methods of expansion and consolidation. This should be something that goes beyond just 
identifying methods and actually has a point to make. If they do not have an argument, write "no 
argument" next to the thesis and put an X instead of a check here. These are two examples of 
arguments: 

o Empires cannot survive without both expansion and consolidation. 
o Consolidation is even more important than expansion. 

 
(D1) ANALYSIS AND REASONING 1 

• This is probably the easiest point to get on the essay, and if you are not getting this one then it's 
unlikely you will get any points at all, because this point deals with the basic structure and main content 
of the essay. 

• Identify the methods of expansion/consolidation mentioned the body paragraphs by labeling them as 
M1, M2, and M3. If they are appropriate, put a check. If they do not work, put an X. If any are missing, 
write “missing method” and put an X. 

• If there are discrepancies between these and the ones promised in the thesis, make note of it.  
 
(C1) EVIDENCE 1 

• To get the first point for evidence, you have must have examples that are specific and appropriate. 
Specific means they are given with relevant details. Appropriate means they would work to support the 
argument, and also that they align with the prompt, in this case that they are referring to empires (not 
other types of states, or trade routes, cultural/religious groups, etc) that are from the classical period 
600 BCE-600 CE (not ancient, not post-classical, etc) 

• Identify the specific examples under each method by labeling them as E1, E2, and E3. If the empire is 
appropriate, and the example is appropriate, and is sufficiently specific, and matches the method under 

A B C1 C2 D1 D2 
      



which it is included, put a check. If either the empire or example are inappropriate, or if they example 
does not align with the method, or if the example is a vague assertion without any specifics to back it 
up, put an X, and circle the part that is problematic, adding a note if needed for clarification. 

 
(C2) EVIDENCE 2 

• To get the second point for evidence, not only must you have examples that would work to support your 
argument, but you also have to actually use them to explicitly support your argument. It's not the 
reader's job to figure out how the examples support your argument. It's your job to show them. 

• Check the last couple of sentences of the essay to see if the author ended by connecting the examples 
back to the method of that paragraph and to the overall argument in the thesis. If they did not, write 
"Justify" at the bottom of the paragraph. 

• Skim over the body paragraphs and see if they made connections back to the thesis in other parts 
besides the end. If you see a place where it would have been helpful to make a connection to the 
thesis, but they passed up the opportunity, write "CTT" which stands for Connect To Thesis. 

• ONLY IF there was at least one expansion paragraph and one consolidation paragraph each with at 
least two relevant pieces of specific evidence, and ONLY IF there was a passable thesis, determine 
whether you think the author deserves the second point for Evidence based on how well they used the 
evidence to consistently and clearly support the argument in their thesis. 

 
(D2) ANALYSIS AND REASONING 2 

• To get the second point for analysis and reasoning, you have to do a lot. This is the hardest point to get 
on the essay, and the hardest to describe. The essay should overall be highly accurate, detailed, and 
on task, which show you really know the topic well. It should be more analytical than just descriptive, 
meaning you are not just giving information but going further to make connections between separate 
points and reveal overarching understandings about the topic. They especially like if you can show 
hidden nuances and complexities in the issue at hand. (I told you it was a lot.) Now, the essay might not 
do ALL of that, but it will have to do a good amount of that to deserve this point. 

• Check the first couple of sentences of each body paragraph. After introducing the method in the first 
sentence (hopefully they did at least that), did they follow it up with a second sentence to explain, in 
general, why that method works to expand/consolidate? If not, write the word "EXPLAIN" at that point in 
the paragraph. 

• Go through the entire essay, and any time you find an opportunity to write "WHY" or "HOW", write it on 
the essay at the end of the relevant sentence. Only do this if author does not answer the question for 
you in the next sentence or two. 

• If something is just not true, write IA next to it for “inaccurate”. 
• If something is true but does not relate or connect to the topic and the person is going off task, write IR 

for “irrelevant” or OT for “off task”. 
• ONLY IF at least one expansion and one consolidation method received a check for the body 

paragraphs, determine whether you think the author deserves a second point for Analysis and 
Reasoning based on how often you had to write "how" and "why", whether you had to write "explain", 
how often your wrote "IA", "IR", or "OT", and whether you think the essay overall qualifies as described 
in the first built of this section. 

 
ADDITIONAL FEEDBACK 

• Once all this is complete, you are free to make additional notes on the essay to identify other possible 
problems and issues that need to be addressed. Some possible issues include but are not limited to: 

o Talking about expansion and consolidation in the same paragraph, or not being clear which one 
is being addressed. 

o If something is just unclear or doesn't make sense, you can just underline it and put a ? next to 
it. If possible, you can briefly note what the issue was. 

o Anything mentioned in the Detailed Feedback that wasn’t already covered in the feedback. 
	


