Final Essay Questions
If you are an experienced writer or an upperclassman, much of this information may be redundant or obvious to you.  If so, think of the essay as an opportunity to improve your own writing skills for your future professional development.  Good communication skills are essential in a competitive job market.  The long and short of it is, if you can’t write the report your supervisor demands of you, you will have to deal with the consequences.

College level essay questions are open ended and designed to have you design your own thesis.  The questions below are broad categories about which numerous questions could be posed.  It is important to recognize that at the college level, you are required to come up with a college level thesis.  For example, a thesis that states, “The Cold War was a very interesting time in American history,” is true, but is not interesting, does not require critical thinking and, to be blunt, is obvious.

History tends to be a useful subject for future lawyers and it is useful to think about writing your essay as though you were presenting a case at trial (think Law and Order).  If you believe the defendant is guilty, you need to explain why you think this is true and you need to present evidence to show that this is so.  If you merely affirm guilt without evidence, the jury will not convict.  Similarly, if you present evidence with no argument, the jury will not convict.  The same goes for the relationship between a thesis and argument.  You need to have an idea backed up with evidence.  An essay that lacks one of these components is not an essay, it is merely an argument or a collection of facts.  The skill you will develop by writing an essay is learning how to marshal your facts to prove a point that is interesting, compelling, and original.

It is, again, useful to think about this in terms of your professional career.  Let’s say you are planning to be an educator and you have data and reports on grade school literacy and your school board wants you to assemble a report on how your district’s needs can best be met.  It isn’t enough to regurgitate the data; you have to make sense of it in an intelligent, and intelligible way that casts a critical eye on the information you have.

In reading the documents, five broad themes come to mind based on America’s economic, social, political, and foreign policy history.  The questions below are written so that you develop your own thesis.  You are encouraged to develop your own questions.

Keep in mind, that because this is an introductory, survey level course, you are not required to do outside research and you should be able to write an interesting essay with the readings you already have.  If you do outside research, be sure not to depend on online sites like Wikipedia. 

America and the Economy
America has been the world’s preeminent economic power since the Second World War, but its relative strength has weakened and the economy has become more globalized.  How has the economy changed since the 1950s compared to the globalized economy of today?  What is the connection between American economic development and events external to America?  How have administrations sought to deal with chronic issues like employment, inflation, the threat of recession, or global competition?  In your opinion, which administration has performed the best in terms of meeting America’s economic needs and why?

America, Social Issues and Civil Rights
While America has one of the most equitable constitutions and legal foundations, some groups have not been able to participate fully in American society for one reason or another.  Why has the period since 1945 been so turbulent in addressing these concerns?  How has war and conflict shaped the social make up of America since 1945?  What role did conflict have in addressing issues of race, gender, and poverty?  How have minority groups attempted to change society?  What tactics have they used?  Which ones have been more or less successful?  What were, or are, the counters to their arguments?  Has the situation for minorities improved in the United States since 1945?  What administration was most successful in redressing these grievances?  Have things gone too far?  Have past decisions led to an imbalance in terms of rights?   Anne Moody’s book is a good place to look to for an essay in this area, by the way.
American Foreign Policy
Since the Second World War, the United States has emerged as a superpower.  Some would argue that since the fall of the Soviet Union, the United States has been the only superpower.  What have been the foreign policy goals of the United States?  How have the means of American foreign policy compared to its ends?  Did the United States win the Cold War?  Were its policies effective?  Where were they most effective and why?  Has American foreign policy tended to be a stabilizing influence?  What is the relationship between foreign policy and domestic policy?  Is it true that “all politics is local” or are administrations swayed more by events abroad?

Presidents, Government and Power
How have presidents attempted to shape policy and what has been the relationship between the executive branch and the judicial and legislative branches?  In what way has one branch pushed another to power and how have branches responded to encroachment on their power? What role has the Supreme Court played in shaping social change in the United States and how has the interpretation of the Constitution changed?

The Political Shape of America 

What is the role of religion in addressing social problems in the United States?  How have conservatives and liberals both harnessed religion for their own causes?  Why did the New Deal consensus break down over time and how has Conservatism responded to liberal policies?  How have liberal and conservative attitudes changed over time and how do we see them reflected in current policies and ideas?
