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Question 4 

 
Analyze the extent to which the Spanish-American War was a turning point in American foreign policy. 
 
The 8–9 Essay 

• Contains a clear, well-developed thesis assessing the extent to which the Spanish-American War 
was a turning point in United States foreign policy. 

• Provides substantial, relevant information detailing the extent to which the war marked a turning 
point in United States foreign policy. 

• Provides effective analysis of the extent to which the war marked a turning point in United States 
foreign policy. 

• Is well organized and well written. 
• May contain minor errors. 

 
The 5–7 Essay 

• Contains a thesis, which may be partially developed, assessing the extent to which the Spanish-
American War was a turning point in United States foreign policy. 

• Provides some relevant information detailing the extent to which the war marked a turning point in 
United States foreign policy. 

• Analyzes to some degree the extent to which the war marked a turning point in United States 
foreign policy. 

• Has acceptable organization and writing. 
• May contain errors that do not seriously detract from the essay. 

 
The 2–4 Essay 

• Presents a thesis that may be confused, simplistic, or undeveloped in terms of assessing the extent 
to which the Spanish-American War was a turning point in United States foreign policy; or 
presents no thesis. 

• Includes little relevant information concerning the extent to which the war marked a turning point 
in United States foreign policy. 

• Has little analysis of the extent to which the war marked a turning point in United States foreign 
policy. 

• May be poorly organized and/or poorly written. 
• May contain major errors. 

 
The 0–1 Essay 

• Lacks a thesis or restates the question. 
• Includes no relevant information concerning the extent to which the Spanish-American War 

marked a change in United States foreign policy. 
• Contains no analysis of the extent to which the war was a turning point in United States foreign 

policy. 
• Is poorly organized and/or poorly written. 
• May contain numerous errors, both major and minor. 

 
The — Essay 

• Is completely off topic or blank. 
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Question 4 Information List 

 
• Spanish-American War (1898) represented a major step away from generations of a foreign policy 

that, for most part, emphasized isolationism with respect to most areas beyond the continental 
United States. 

 
• The war represented the first major military engagement beyond United States borders since the 

Mexican-American War (1846-48) and led to an assertion of United States interests throughout the 
Caribbean and into the western Pacific region, laying the groundwork for major shifts in policies, 
culminating in (and after) the First World War. 

 
• As a result of the defeat of Spain, the United States eventually established control, or took 

possession, of the Philippines (1898), Puerto Rico, Cuba, and then Midway, Guam, Wake Island, 
and (American) Samoa (1899). At the same time the United States formally annexed Hawaii as well.  

 
• The war’s outcome led to huge increases in the United States naval budget and United States 

military involvement in the Philippines, resulting in a three-year war (1899–1902) to pacify the 
Filipino people. The Spanish-American War accelerated policies promoting overseas investments, 
later referred to as “dollar diplomacy” under President Taft (1909-13). Before that, this expanded 
policy could be seen in the Open Door policy regarding China (1899–1900). It could also be seen in 
President Theodore Roosevelt’s engineering a revolt in Panama against the Colombian government 
(1903) and then negotiating for the Panama Canal Zone and construction of the Panama Canal 
(completed in 1914). 

 
• These events were stepping stones to Theodore’s Roosevelt’s Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine and 

the United States assertion of a sphere of influence over the Caribbean for strategic reasons (1904). 
Following from that policy position came United States intervention in Cuba, Nicaragua, Haiti, 
Dominican Republic, and Mexico, and the purchase of the Danish West Indies (renamed the Virgin 
Islands) to keep German influence out of the region (1906-17).  

 
• Roosevelt was impacted by Alfred Thayer Mahan’s “Influence of Sea Power on America,” which 

called for a large navy, control of the Caribbean, and construction of an interocean canal in Central 
America. 

 
• Roosevelt’s decision to send the Great White Fleet (much of the United States Navy) around the 

world (1907-09), and especially to Japan, was a bold step to assert United States claims to the role 
of a major player in international diplomacy, as had been his mediation of the Russo-Japanese War 
two year earlier (1905). 

 
• The culmination of two decades of policy changes came with President Woodrow Wilson’s 

Fourteen Points and assertion of leadership on the world stage following the First World War (1918). 
Yet the outcome was the general ineffectiveness of the United States at the Versailles negotiations 
after the war (1919). The subsequent United States retreat to a neoisolationism, a consequence of 
Americans’ disillusionment with its aggressive foreign policies, can be seen as the end of the first 
phase of the United States major changes in foreign policy as a result of the Spanish-American 
War. 
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Question 4 Information List (continued) 

 
• Students may or may not extend the argument into the Second World War and postwar era but 

must deal with the above issues first; they must carry their analysis at least through the end of 
Theodore Roosevelt’s administration. 
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Question 4 
 
Sample: 4A 
Score: 9 
 
This essay contains a tightly developed thesis (marking the transition from isolationism to expansionism), 
excellent analysis, and considerable evidence. It was scored a 9 in spite of minor flaws: The evolution and 
extent of Theodore Roosevelt’s policies are not fully explained in terms of the thesis (the Roosevelt 
Corollary is not mentioned by name), and the essay makes an overstatement that the 1898 war “was 
caused by the yellow press.” The essay makes valuable points regarding the pre-1898 era and Manifest 
Destiny, Roosevelt’s role in the Russo-Japanese War, and William Howard Taft’s Dollar Diplomacy. Good 
organization and writing are hallmarks of the essay. 
 
Sample: 4B 
Score: 6 
 
This essay begins with a reasonably good thesis that is adequately developed, though its arguments and 
presentation of evidence are unsophisticated. It provides some evidence but also some awkward claims, 
such as the assertion that the United States “decided to test itself with a war against Spain.” There is 
some analysis. The organization is satisfactory, and the writing is adequate.   
 
Sample: 4C 
Score: 4 
 
This essay has a clear thesis with sufficient evidence and analysis of United States policy prior to the 
Spanish-American War to identify it as a turning point, along with a muddled reference to communism. 
However, the second part of the essay jumps to World War I, leaving the years immediately following the 
1898 war untouched; the result is weak analysis. This keeps the essay at the top of the low 2–4 score 
category. The writing is adequate, but the organization is problematic.   
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