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Answers to the essay questions are to be written in the separate essay booklet. In developing your answers
to Parts II and IIIB, be sure to keep these general definitions in mind:

(a) discuss means “to make observations about something using facts, reasoning, and 
argument; to present in some detail”

(b) describe means “to illustrate something in words or tell about it”
(c) evaluate means “to examine and judge the significance, worth, or condition of; to determine 

the value of”

PART II: THEMATIC ESSAY

Directions: Write a well-organized essay that includes an introduction, several paragraphs addressing the task, and
a conclusion.

Theme: Presidential Decisions

Task:

You may use any important Presidential decision from your study of 20th-century United States history.
Some suggestions you might wish to consider include: Woodrow Wilson seeks ratification of the Versailles Treaty
(1918); Franklin D. Roosevelt institutes the New Deal program (1933); Harry Truman decides to drop atomic bombs
on Japan (1945); Dwight D. Eisenhower sends Federal troops to Little Rock, Arkansas (1957); John F. Kennedy
places a naval blockade around Cuba (1962); Lyndon Johnson proposes the Great Society program (1965); and
Jimmy Carter meets with Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin at Camp David (1978).

You are not limited to these suggestions.

Guidelines:
In your essay be sure to:

• Address all aspects of the Task
• Analyze, evaluate, or compare and/or contrast issues and events whenever possible
• Fully support the theme of the essay with relevant facts, examples, and details
• Write a well-developed essay that consistently demonstrates a logical and clear plan of organization
• Introduce the theme by establishing a framework that is beyond a simple restatement of the Task
• Conclude your essay with a strong summation of the theme

During the last 100 years, United States Presidents have made important decisions
in an effort to solve crucial problems.

From your study of United States history, identify two important Presidential decisions
made during the last 100 years.

For each decision identified:

• State one goal the President hoped to accomplish by making the decision
• Discuss the historical circumstances surrounding the Presidential decision 
• Describe the extent to which the decision achieved the President's original goal
• Discuss one immediate or one long-term effect of the decision on United States history
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Part II
Thematic Essay Specific Rubric

5

• Shows a thorough understanding of specific Presidential decisions. The overall response must indicate that the
student understands the complexities of Presidential decisions—why they are made and their effect on United
States history.

• Addresses all aspects of the Task. This means that the student must discuss two important Presidential deci-
sions during the last 100 years. For each decision, the student must:

(1) state one goal the President hoped to accomplish by making the decision
(2) discuss the historical circumstances surrounding the Presidential decision
(3) describe the extent to which the decision achieved the President’s original goal
(4) discuss one immediate or one long-term effect of the decision on United States history.

Note: The two decisions selected may be two different decisions made by the same President or
decisions made by two different Presidents.

• Shows an ability to analyze and evaluate Presidential decisions by completing all aspects of the Task. Includes
comments of an analytical and/or evaluative nature throughout the paper. The response does more than simply
state or describe accurate facts.

• Richly supports the theme with relevant facts, examples, and details concerning Presidential decisions. The facts
and examples are discussed or explained fully.

• Is a well-developed essay, consistently demonstrating a logical and clear plan of organization. Usually the stu-
dent identifies one Presidential decision and discusses all required aspects of the Task and then does the same
for a second Presidential decision.

• Introduces the theme of Presidential decisions by establishing a framework that is beyond a simple restatement
of the task and concludes with a summation of the theme.

4

• Shows a good understanding of two Presidential decisions. The overall impression of the response is that the
student is able to discuss the complexities of Presidential decisions—why they are made and their effect on
United States history.

• Shows an ability to analyze and evaluate Presidential decisions by completing all aspects of the Task. Discussion
includes some comments of an analytical and/or evaluative nature.

• Includes relevant facts, examples, and details, but may not evenly support all aspects of the Presidential deci-
sions chosen.

• Is a well-developed essay, demonstrating a logical and clear plan of organization. The student may not address
all aspects of the Task as consistently as addressed in a “5” response.

• Introduces the theme by establishing a framework that is beyond a simple restatement of the Task and concludes
with a summation of the theme.

3

• Shows a satisfactory understanding of two Presidential decisions. The overall impression of the response is that
the student is making a serious attempt to discuss the nature of Presidential decisions—why they are made and
their effect on United States history.

• Addresses most aspects of the Task for each of two different Presidential decisions chosen or addresses all
aspects in a limited way.

• Shows an ability to analyze and/or evaluate Presidential decisions, but not in any depth. There may be at least
one comment of an analytical and/or evaluative nature, but the essay as a whole does not consistently show a
depth of analysis or evaluation.

• Includes some facts, examples, and details about Presidential decisions.
• Is a satisfactorily developed essay, demonstrating a general plan of organization.
• Introduces the theme of Presidential decisions by repeating the Task and concludes by repeating the theme.
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• Shows a limited understanding of two Presidential decisions. The overall impression of the response is that the
student is making some attempt to discuss the nature of Presidential decisions—why they are made and their
effect on United States history.

• Attempts to address the task, but fails to do so in one of the following ways:
(1) discusses only one Presidential decision, not the required two
(2) discusses two different Presidential decisions, but fails to discuss two or more aspects of the Task for both.

• Develops a faulty analysis or evaluation of issues and events related to Presidential decisions
• Includes few facts, examples, and details, and may include information that contains inaccuracies. The response

tends to mention rather than discuss and explain.
• Is a poorly organized essay, lacking focus. The response does not make clear what aspect of the Task is being

discussed. The response may include digression from the required tasks.
• Fails to introduce or summarize the theme. The response may lack an introduction and/or conclusion. The intro-

duction might not refer to the theme. The summary might not refer to the theme.

1

• Shows a very limited understanding of the Presidential decisions chosen. The overall impression of the response
is that the student has made little effort to address the different aspects of the Task.

• Lacks an analysis or evaluation of the issues and events related to the Presidential decisions being discussed.
Information is mentioned but not explained. No attempt is made to make judgments about the Presidential deci-
sions.

• Includes little or no accurate or relevant facts, examples or details. No specific accurate information is presented;
the response deals in generalities.

• Attempts to complete the Task, but demonstrates a major weakness in organization.
• Fails to introduce or summarize the theme. The response may lack an introduction and/or conclusion. The intro-

duction might not refer to the theme. The summary might not refer to the theme.

0

• Fails to address the Task.
• Paper is illegible, or is a blank paper.
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Commentary
Score Level 5

• Shows a thorough understanding of the theme. The overall impression of the response is that the stu-
dent understands the complexities of Presidential decision making.

• Extensively discusses Truman’s decision to drop the atomic bomb and adequately discusses Franklin
Roosevelt’s decision to institute the New Deal.

• Completes all required aspects of the task for each Presidential decision. The response makes several
evaluative and analytical comments (“crucial” decisions, bomb as a way to quickly end the war, first-
time use of such a destructive bomb, controversy of the decision to drop the bomb).

• Richly supports the theme with relevant facts, examples, and details.
Examples: Enola Gay aircraft, cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, idea that Japan might have surren-
dered even without dropping the bomb, stock market crash, New Deal programs to help the poor,
building roads and bridges, Social Security program.

• Well-developed essay, good introduction and concluding paragraph.

Conclusion
Overall, the response best fits the criteria for a score of 5. The essay is much stronger in the discussion
of Truman’s decision to drop the bomb but has an adequate discussion of Roosevelt and the New Deal
for this score point.
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Score Level 5
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Commentary
Score Level 5

• Shows a thorough understanding of the theme. The overall impression of the response is that the student
understands the complexities of Presidential decision making.

• Extensively discusses Wilson and the League of Nations and adequately discusses Truman’s decision to
drop the atomic bomb.

• Completes all required aspects of the Task for each Presidential decision and makes several evaluative and
analytical comments (tumultuous time period after World War I, attempt of France and England to hold
Germany fully responsible for the war, Wilson feels this is worst mistake to make, later support for collective
security in the form of the United Nations, “no-win situation” decision for Truman, quicker way to end the
war). 

• Richly supports the theme with relevant facts, examples and details.
Examples: German reparations, collective security, European leaders Clemenceau and George, Senator
Lodge, bomb decision is a no-win situation, thousands of Japanese lives lost, ecological and genetic
damage of bomb, save American lives, quicker end to war.

• Is a well-developed essay that deals with two Presidential decisions. Excellent writing style.
• Has an excellent introduction and conclusion. 

Conclusion
Overall, the response best fits the criteria for a score of 5. The discussion of Wilson and the League of
Nations is particularly good. The discussion of Truman’s decision to drop the bomb has more detail than a 
first glance might indicate. The organization is strong with the essay including many details. The erroneous
reference to Wilson (rather than Truman) in dropping the bomb is a minor error within the context of an
otherwise strong essay. It does not detract from the overall good effort in completing the Task.
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Commentary
Score Level 4

• Shows a good (but not thorough) understanding of the theme.
• Addresses, with some detailed information, all required aspects of Truman’s decision to drop the bomb and

JFK’s actions in the Cuban missile crisis.
• Discussion includes some comments that are analytical and evaluative (Truman’s decision brought the

world into the nuclear age; Cuba added to tension already existing as a result of the Cold War).
• Includes relevant facts, examples and details (World War II coming to an end in 1945 with Germany having

surrendered, Truman is commander-in-chief, cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, beginnings of Cold War,
Soviets stocking missiles in Cuba, Cuba 90 miles from Florida) but without explaining them fully or using
them in an analytical manner.

• Is a well-developed essay with a logical and clear plan of organization. The last sentence should be a refer-
ence to “subsequent” Presidents rather than “preceding” Presidents.

• The introduction and conclusion introduce and summarize the theme and do more than just restate the
Task.

Conclusion
Overall, the response bests fits the criteria for a score of 4. All aspects of the Task are addressed with
some detailed discussion, but the degree of detail and analytical or evaluative discussion is not sufficient for
a score of 5.
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Score Level 4
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Commentary
Score Level 4

• Shows a clear understanding of the theme.
• Addresses with some detail all aspects of two Presidential decisions. The discussion of both deci-

sions is adequate for this score point, but not extensive, especially for Kennedy and the Cuban
missile crisis.

• Discussion includes some comments that are analytical and evaluative (nations think twice before
challenging the United States).

• Includes relevant facts, examples and details using some analysis and/or evaluation of the con-
tent. A few minor factual mistakes  are made (death of FDR).

• Is a well-developed essay with a logical plan of organization.
• Both the introduction and conclusion establish a framework beyond a simple restatement of the

Task, although both are somewhat general in nature.

Conclusion
Although both the introduction and conclusion are particularly interesting, this response best fits
the criteria for a 4. Two Presidential decisions are discussed, but with a limited amount of detail.
Overall, it is too limited and less analytical and evaluative than is necessary for a score of 5.
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Score Level 4
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Commentary
Score Level 4

• Shows a good understanding of the theme. The paper shows an understanding of the basic complexities of
Presidential decision making.

• Addresses all aspects for both Presidential decisions but not with much detailed information. The discussion
of both decisions is adequate but not specific and extensive. Reference is made to “quickly ending the war
to stop Russia from spreading communism all around the world,” but this idea is not developed. Both imme-
diate and long-term effects of the bomb are mentioned without discussing either.

• Discussion includes some comments of an analytical and/or evaluative nature (although Japan would have
surrendered...ending the war quicker/FDR’s New Deal gave people a sense of hope).

• Only a few specific details and facts are included (AAA and CCC as specific examples of New Deal pro-
gram). Little in-depth analytical or evaluative use is made of these specific details. A few factual mistakes
are made (estimate of three months to the end of the war), but these do not detract from the overall quality
of the essay at this score point.

• Is a well-developed essay with good organization.
• The introduction does a little more than simply restate the theme. The conclusion is a simple summation of

the theme.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits a score for a low 4. All required aspects are discussed but not with the
degree of detailed information necessary for a score of 5.



Score Level 3
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Commentary
Score Level 3

• Shows a satisfactory understanding of the theme. The introduction might lead the reader to expect a better
response than was actually supported by the body of the paper.

• Addresses two different Presidential decisions but fails to address all of the required tasks for Truman’s
decision to drop the bomb.

• Shows some ability to analyze and evaluate Presidential decisions. The response superficially states that
the New Deal made the country financially stable again without any discussion of this. Little attempt is
made to evaluate Truman’s decision to drop the bomb.

• Includes some facts, details and examples (Social Security, fireside chats). There is little specific informa-
tion regarding Truman’s decision to drop the bomb.

• Is a satisfactorily developed essay with a general plan of organization.
• The introduction and conclusion do more than simply state the theme.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 3. However, the discussion of Truman is particularly
weak, with little, if any, specific information, and it fails to address all required aspects.
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Score Level 3
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Commentary
Score Level 3

• Shows a satisfactory understanding of the theme. The reader feels that this student is making a
serious attempt to discuss Presidential decision making.

• Addresses two different Presidential decisions in a limited manner. The discussion of Truman’s
decision to use the atomic bomb is very limited compared to the discussion for Eisenhower in the
Little Rock incident.

• Some analytical or evaluative judgment is made in the essay. Evidence: statement that Truman’s
decisions worsened relations with Japan; Eisenhower would never be able to stop all racism. Very
little explanation of these evaluative statements is provided.

• Includes some facts, examples and details (retaliation for Pearl Harbor, reference to a Supreme
Court decision ending segregated schools) but they are not explained in much detail. A few minor 
factual errors are also made (19th century).

• Is a satisfactorily developed essay with appropriate use of paragraphs that demonstrate a general
plan of organization. 

• The introduction and conclusion are good, and go beyond a simple restatement of the Task (a
descriptor of a 4)

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 3. Two Presidential decisions are dis-
cussed but not all required aspects are addressed. Insufficient specific information and failure to
address all required aspects of the Task keep this a 3. The essay tends to mention facts rather
than analyze and evaluate them.



Score Level 3
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Commentary
Score Level 3

• Shows a satisfactory understanding of the theme. The student does seriously attempt to discuss
historical circumstances that led the President to make a decision.

• Two different Presidential decisions are addressed (i.e., Truman’s decision to use the atomic
bomb, and Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal) but in a limited manner for both. Not all of the required
aspects are discussed.

• Some evaluative and/or analytical comments are made (i.e., implies that the atomic bomb was in
retaliation for the Pearl Harbor attack, conclusion paragraph statement that Presidents have good
cause for making their decisions). These are not fully discussed.

• Some specific facts, examples and details are included (i.e., two bombings, Pearl Harbor, unem-
ployment concerns, stock market crash in 1929, creating jobs, Social Security). They tend to be
mentioned rather than fully discussed.

• Is a satisfactory essay with a general plan of organization.
• The introduction and conclusion basically restate the Task.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 3. Two different Presidential decisions are
discussed with some limited specific information, but not all required aspects of the Task are
addressed.
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Score Level 2
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Commentary
Score Level 2

• Shows a limited understanding of the two Presidential decisions chosen. The introductory para-
graph leads the reader to expect a better essay than is actually supported in the body of the
paper.

• Two different Presidential decisions are discussed; however, several of the required aspects are
not addressed. Truman’s decision to use the atomic bomb  is particularly weak and off Task.

• The faulty analysis and discussion for Truman is the serious weakness of this essay.
There are numerous factual errors (conflict between England, France, and Japan; the United
States remaining neutral).

• Only a few correct facts, examples and details are included in this essay (i.e., Pearl Harbor
attack, segregation).

• Is a satisfactorily developed essay (a descriptor for a score of 3) in terms of organization. The
response does include a digression from the required Task.

• Introduces the theme in both the introduction and conclusion (another descriptor for a score of 3).

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of a low 2. Although the essay shows a sat-
isfactory organization, with an introduction and conclusion, the weaknesses in discussing
Truman’s decision and the limited amount of adequate specific information weaken the overall
quality of the essay. The reasonably accurate, yet brief, discussion of Eisenhower and his role in
Little Rock raises this essay to a low 2.
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Score Level 2
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Commentary
Score Level 2

• It is difficult to determine if the student has a basic understanding of the theme because there is no intro-
duction or conclusion.

• Paper only discusses one Presidential decision (i.e., Truman and the atomic bomb).
• Some evaluative or analytical statements are used (i.e., hopes that use of the bomb would bring a quicker

end to the war, not sure that the aid to Japan to rebuild after the war compensates for the use of the atomic
bomb) without fully discussing or explaining them.

• Includes few specific facts and examples and those that are included are mentioned rather than discussed
• The essay is basically organized despite no introduction and conclusion.
• Lacks both an introductory paragraph and a conclusion.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 2. Dealing with only one  Presidential decision pre-
vents this paper from receiving a higher score. The response is not lower than a 2 because (1) the
response is satisfactorily organized, and (2) shows some analysis of the decision made by President
Truman.
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Score Level 2
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Commentary
Score Level 2

• Shows limited understanding of the theme. There is an attempt to discuss the nature of
Presidential decisions—why they are made and their impact.

• Basically addresses correctly only one Presidential decision (i.e., the discussion of LBJ and the
Great Society is filled with incorrect information and assumptions).

• Some evaluative or analytical statements are made (helping and paying for the rebuilding of
Japan) but without full discussion or explanation.

• Includes few facts, examples and details in the discussion of Truman’s decision to use the atomic
bomb. 

• Is a satisfactorily developed essay, with a general plan of organization (more like the descriptor of
a score of 3 rather than 2).

• Introduces the theme by repeating the Task. Has both an introduction and a conclusion (more like
the descriptor of a score of 3 rather than 2), but the conclusion is weak.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 2. The strengths of the essay’s organiza-
tion are outweighed by the serious weaknesses in social studies content. Discussion of LBJ and
the Great Society is particularly weak.
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Score Level 1

Commentary
Score Level 1

• Shows a very limited understanding of the theme or problem. The student has made little effort to
address all of the required aspects of the Task.

• Lacks an analysis or evaluation of the issues and events. Information is mentioned but not
explained.

• Includes little or no accurate or relevant facts, examples or details. The response clearly deals in
generalities.

• Attempts to complete the Task but in a very limited manner. Little information is provided in the
essay. It is difficult to figure out what aspect of the theme the student is attempting to address.

• Contains a basic introduction and conclusion.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 1. The basic plan of organization and the
very limited social studies content in this response support a score of 1.



Score Level 1
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Commentary
Score Level 1

• Shows a very limited understanding of the theme. The student has made little effort to address all
of the required tasks in discussing Truman’s decision to use the atomic bomb. No other
Presidential decision is mentioned.

• Lacks an analysis or evaluation of issues and events. Information is mentioned but not explained.
No evaluative or judgmental comments are made.

• Includes few facts, examples and details. The response relies too heavily on generalities.
• Attempts to complete the Task, but is very brief and incomplete. 
• Lacks both an introduction and conclusion.

Conclusion
Overall, this response best fits the criteria for a score of 1. Only one Presidential decision is
included and the discussion of that decision is very superficial.
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