
 

 

 

 

 

AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Scoring Guidelines for 

Short-Answer Question – 

Period 5
 
Answer parts a, b, and c. 

a) 	 Briefly explain why ONE of the following developments best 
represents the cause of the Civil War in the United States. 

i Abolitionism 

i Mexican-American War 

i Kansas-Nebraska Act 

b) 	 Provide at least ONE example of a specific historical event or 
development to support your explanation in part (a). 

c) 	 Briefly explain why ONE of the other options is not as 
persuasive as the one you chose in part (a). 

Learning Objective Historical 
Thinking Skill 

Key Concepts in 
the Curriculum 
Framework 

NAT-1.0 Explain how 
ideas about democracy, 
freedom, and individualism 
found expression in the 
development of cultural 
values, political institutions, 
and American identity 

Causation 5.1.I; 5.2.I; 5.2.II 

Scoring Scale and Guide 
0–3 points 

Score 3
 

Response accomplishes all three tasks set by the question.
 

Score 2
 

Response accomplishes two of the tasks set by the question.
 

Score 1
 

Response accomplishes one of the tasks set by the question.
 

Score 0
 

Response accomplishes none of the tasks set by the question.
 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 1 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Scoring Notes 
a) 	 Briefly explains why ONE of the following developments best 

represents the cause of the Civil War in the United States. 

i Abolitionism 

i Mexican-American War 

i Kansas-Nebraska Act 

To score the part (a) point a student needs to select one of the 
developments from the bulleted list and explain why it best 
represents the cause of the Civil War. A student may select 
any of the bulleted options, and earns the point on the basis of 
presenting a valid explanation as to why that development best 
represents the cause of the Civil War. Examples of explanations 
could include but are not limited to the following: 

i Abolitionism 

� This movement raised awareness and moral sentiment, 
which provoked increasing tension between slave and 
non-slave regions of the country, ultimately leading to the 
Civil War. 

� This group created the support among some Americans 
for antislavery, which led to actions that provoked 
conflict, culminating in Civil War. 

i Mexican-American War 
The Mexican-American War expanded the territory of the 
United States and opened up new debates over whether 
western lands would be slave or free; these inability to 
resolve these debates led to the Civil War. 

i Kansas-Nebraska Act 
The Kansas-Nebraska Act set off a deadly conflict between 
pro-slavery and antislavery factions, further inflaming the 
national tensions that culminated in the Civil War. 

b) 	 Provides at least ONE example of a specific historical event or 
development to support your explanation in part (a). 

It is important to note that a student only earns a part (b) point 
if they provide evidence and explanation of how the evidence 
provided might be used to support the position they took in part 
(a). Examples of evidence could include but are not limited to 
the following: 

Abolitionism: 

i African American Christianity; stories of Moses; the Second 
Great Awakening 

i Abolitionist groups and publications: William Lloyd Garrison, 
The Liberator; American Antislavery Society; Frederick 
Douglas, North Star 

i Individual abolitionists: Harriet Tubman, Underground 
Railroad; Sojourner Truth; Sarah Grimke; Angelina Grimke 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 2 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Mexican-American War: 

i Resistance to war; Thoreau, “Civil Disobedience”, 
Abe Lincoln’s “Spot Resolutions”; Wilmot Proviso 

i Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, 1848; Land Debates fracture 
the Democratic Party; the election of 1848; formation of the 
Free Soil Party; the slogan “Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Land” 

i Debate over California; the Gold Rush of 1849; the Missouri 
Compromise Line; “fire-eaters”; the Compromise of 1850; 
popular sovereignty; the District of Columbia slave trade; 
new fugitive slave law 

i The Gag Rule; seizing of abolitionist mails 

i Whigs fracture over slavery in new land; the election of 
1852; Franklin Pierce; the Know-Nothing Party, aka the 
American Party 

Kansas Nebraska Act: 

i Rise of the Republican Party (a sectional party) 

i Conflict over slavery in Kansas; New England Emigrant Aid 
Society; “Bleeding Kansas”; John Brown; Pottawatomie 
Creek Massacre; Henry Ward Beecher; “Beecher’s Bibles” 

i Caning of Sumner; Charles Sumner, “Crime Against 
Kansas”; Andrew Butler; Preston Brooks 

i Dred Scott Decision; Lincoln-Douglas Debates; Freeport 
Doctrine 

i Harper’s Ferry, John Brown; the rise of Abraham Lincoln and 
the election of 1860 

i South Carolina secession; Deep South secession; 
Confederate States of America; CSA President Jefferson 
Davis; Crittenden Compromise; Fort Sumter 

c) 	 Briefly explains why ONE of the other options is not as 
persuasive as the one you chose in part (a). 

Notes: 

To score the part (c) point a student needs to select one of the 
developments from the bulleted list that they did not select 
when completing part (a) and explain why this other option is 
less persuasive as the cause of the Civil War. A student may 
select either of the bulleted options they did not use in part (a). 
They key to earning the point for part (c) is in presenting a valid 
explanation as to why a particular development DOES NOT best 
represent the cause of the Civil War. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 3 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Examples of explanations could include but are not limited to 
the following: 

i Abolitionism: This group worked for decades without 
precipitating a Civil War over slavery, and the war only came 
after other causes contributed to intensifying the conflict. 

i Mexican-American War: The Mexican-American War did add 
territory, but it wasn’t land added from the war as much as 
land added in the Louisiana Purchase that was the subject 
of the conflicts that led to the Civil War. 

i Kansas-Nebraska Act: The Kansas-Nebraska Act in itself did 
not cause the rise of abolitionist leaders such as John Brown 
and Henry Beecher who helped inspire sectional conflict. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 4 
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