
T H E  A P U S H  S H O R T
A N S W E R Q U E S T I O N

(SAQ)
U P D AT E D  F O R  2 0 1 9  A D M I N I S T R AT I O N



WHAT IS THE SAQ?
The Short Answer Questions, or SAQs, are questions meant to check your 
analytical skills (your ability to pick out meaning and explain it). 

Beginning in the 2017-2018 school year, you will be assessed on analysis of 
historical sources using the following skills:
• Argumentation (identifying and analyzing argument, bias)
• Causation (cause/effect)
• Comparison (similarities and differences)

The response to each question is no more than three to four sentences (hence, 
the SHORT description). 

This portion of the exam is 20% of your overall exam score.



HOW DOES IT WORK…?
• Beginning in the 2017-2018 school year, College Board will require you to answer THREE of four 

SAQs on your AP US History (APUSH) exam,
– 40 minutes for this part of the test; about 13 minutes per each question

• The first two questions give you a “stimulus” (document(s), images, other source(s)) you must 
analyze. The choice questions do not have a stimulus—you must respond to the question using your 
background knowledge.

• You are required to answer the first and second questions and then answer either the third or the 
fourth question:

– Question 1 (Required response)

– Question 2 (Required response)

– Question 3 OR 4 (You choose the one you can best answer)



QUESTION BASICS
Each question contains three parts:  A, B, and C.  (so, 1a, 1b, 1c)

DO—For each part:
1. You MUST directly answer the question
2. Label each part 

– 1(A) –Your Response (claim)

– 1(B) –Your Response (claim)

– 1(C) –Your Response (claim)

3. You MUST include a SPECIFIC, relevant historical term, event or detail to support your response (claim).
4. You MUST explain your answer.

DO NOT:
• Write a paragraph!
• Write a thesis statement!
• Write using bullet points! 
• Write in sentence fragments!
• Quote from the excerpt provided—your job is ANALYSIS, not SUMMARY! 



SKILLS ASSESSED



SAQ QUESTION 1: ARGUMENTATION
• The first question tests your ability to analyze secondary sources—respond in 

writing to a historian’s (or historians) argument(s) about people or events. 

• This question addresses content from Time Periods (Units) 3–8 of the course
(1754-1980)

Skills tested/question stems:



LET’S LOOK AT A Q1 SAMPLE PROMPT/?S



SAQ QUESTION 2
• The second question tests either the skill of causation or comparison, and asks 

you to respond in writing to a primary source (written text) or to visual sources such 
as images, charts, or maps. 

• This question also addresses content from Time Periods 3–8 of the course (1754-
1980)

Skills tested/question stems:



LET’S LOOK AT A Q2 SAMPLE PROMPT/?S



SAQ QUESTION 3
• You choose to answer either the third OR the fourth SAQ:

– Question 3 (Period 1–5) (1491-1877)
– Question 4 (Period 6–9) (1865-Present)

• These questions ask you about general ideas about U.S. history, and they primarily test 
the same skill, either causation or comparison.

– However, neither of them will assess the same skill as SAQ Question 2. 

Skills tested/question stems:  Your SPECIFIC background knowledge (context) about 
one of these historical periods. 

Generally, you’ll be asked to explain similarities/differences between people or events, 
usually over time, or causes/effects of these people or events.

. 



LET’S LOOK AT A Q3/Q4 SAMPLE PROMPT/?S
PERIOD 1-5

PERIOD 6-9



THE ACE STRATEGY
A Answer the prompt! (Make a claim)
What does the question ask you to do? What 
skill must you demonstrate?
• Argument interpretation? (is it asking you to explain 

points of view of different people?)
• Causation? (is it asking you to explain causes and/or 

effects of a certain event?)
• Comparison? (is it asking you to compare/contrast  

or explain similarities/differences?)

• Strategy: Use the prompt to develop your 
answer; create a beginning sentence using the 
question itself, then add in your claim as the 
answer. If the prompt has a vague description 
(“an issue”, “the problem”) you MUST identify it 
as well!

The ACE strategy is a 
way to make sure you 
fully answer each part 
of every question.

For each part a, b, c, 
you’ll want to use ACE.



THE ACE STRATEGY
C Cite evidence (to support your 
claim)

• Use specific examples (key terms, 
specific items from image/doc) without 
quoting sources.

• Strategy: Use one of the following stems 
to make sure you include specific examples 
as support.

– For example, ___________, which 
(did/supports) ______________.

– One example of this was _______, 
which/this led to_______________.

E Explain the connection/finish 
answering the prompt

How or why does your evidence support 
your claim? What is the overall answer?

• Strategy: Use one of the following stems 
to make sure you include a strong 
explanation (analysis) point.

• As a result, _____________ (answer the 
prompt)

• This suggests that _________ (answer 
the prompt)



THE ACE STRATEGY: SAMPLE
Let’s approach Q2a: Briefly describe ONE perspective about citizenship 
expressed in the image.

A: answer the prompt—in this case, this is a question about an argument within 
the source. Create a beginning sentence using the question itself, then add in 
your claim as the answer.
One perspective about citizenship in this image is that that giving 
freedmen (African Americans) the right to vote allowed them to 
become full citizens of the U.S. following the Civil War.

C: cite evidence—use specifics. 
One example to support this perspective is that in the image, 
freedmen of all backgrounds, given the rights of citizenship and 
voting in the 14th and 15th Amendments, were eager to vote for the 
first time.

E: explain the connection
This image suggests that voting is one of the most important and 
revered civic duties of an American, no matter your background, 
because it gives all people a voice.



SCORING



BIG IDEAS
• Answer the prompt! 

• Include specific, relevant historical evidence to support your answer.

– Use the document or image, but do NOT quote

– Use outside information (context), like key vocabulary

• Explain how your answer and the evidence go together 

• Label and answer each part of the prompt to get points
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