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Writing a Continuity and Change Over Time Essay 
 

Continuity and change over time (CCOT) is a major theme of historical study.  An important aspect of 

understanding world history is recognizing these continuities and changes, and understanding what caused 

them.  A CCOT essay is similar to a C/C one, with the key difference being instead of comparing two places 

during the same time, it is comparing two times, often in the same place. 

 

DIRECTIONS 
 

Directions: You are to answer the following question.  You should spend 5 minutes 

organizing or outlining an essay that: 

 Has a relevant thesis and supports that thesis with appropriate historical evidence. 

 Addresses all parts of the question. 

 Uses world historical context to show continuities and changes over time. 

 Analyzes the process of continuity and change over time. 

 

 

RUBRIC 
 

BASIC CORE Point(s) 

Possible: 

1. Has acceptable thesis  

Do you address continuities and changes for the issues or themes specified in 

the correct time period? 

  

 

1 

2. Addresses all parts of the question though not necessarily evenly or 

thoroughly. 

      Addresses most parts of the question (for example, deals with continuities but 

      not changes). 

  

 

2 

 

(1) 

3. Substantiates thesis with appropriate historical evidence (this means: do 

you have specific examples to prove your thesis and/or your topic 

sentences?) 

      Partially substantiates thesis with appropriate historical evidence 

 

 

2 

 

(1) 

4. Uses relevant world global/historical context effectively to explain change 

over time and/or continuity (this means: how is a change or continuity 

caused by something from the outside? how did a change or continuity 

affect someplace outside?) 
This is where you must “think big” and make connections to larger global 

processes. 

 

 

1 

 

5. Analyzes the process of change over time and/or continuity.  
This is where your knowledge of larger historic processes comes in handy 

 

 

1 

SUBTOTAL: 7 
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EXPANDED CORE 

A student must earn all 7 points in the basic core area before earning points in the 

expanded core area 

Point(s) 

Possible: 

Examples: 

 Has a clear, analytical, and comprehensive thesis. 

 Addresses all parts of the question (as relevant): global issues, chronology, 

causation, change, continuity, content. 

 Addresses all parts of the question evenly. 

 Provides ample historical evidence to substantiate thesis. 

 Provides links with relevant ideas, events, trends in an innovative way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0-2 

SUBTOTAL: 

 

2 

TOTAL: 

 

9 

 

  

THE COMPLEXITY OF CCOT 
 

Imagine a simple timeline that represents your own life. If you were to note the 10-12 

most important events on your timeline, what might that timeline look like, and how would you 

analyze the changes and continuities of your own life? Consider the hypothetical example 

below:  

 

 
 

At first glance this timeline appears fairly simple.  Events happen, things change.  But if you 

look more carefully you should begin to notice that each event and change listed has very different 

characteristics.
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Type of Change Example(s) 
 

Clear, definite “date” of beginning and end. 
 

• Basketball team 
 

Clear, definite beginning “date,” but no ending 

date. 

 

• Birth of sibling (sibling is still a family member!) 
• moved to new city (you still live in that city!) 

 

Clear beginning date, but significant 

developmental changes since that beginning. 

This “event” still exists, but is significantly 

different now compared to when it first started. 

 

• walking 
• talking 
• piano lessons 
• school 

 

Vague, slow, gradual process with no clear 

beginning or ending date. 

 

• relationship with best friend 
• relationship with grandfather 

 

So this timeline would need serious revisions in order to be truly accurate, noting the 

various types of each change and/or continuity. Something like this would be much better: 
 

 
 

If you were to use this timeline as an outline to help you write your autobiography, you’d want 

to be sure to make clear the nature of each change or continuity in your life.  Your reader would want 

you to specifically note the amount, pace, location, and significance of whatever changes you 

described.  Additionally, your autobiography would be woefully incomplete without noting the 

characteristics of your life that haven’t changed, because it is those fundamental continuities in your 

life that form the background and context for understanding and interpreting the changes in your life.  

Lastly, good writing would require you to analyze the reasons for the continuities and changes (What 

caused each continuity or change? Why were some changes sudden, while others were gradual?) 

Now convert these principles from the autobiographical timeline example to an actual CCOT 

essay and you’ll quickly realize why the CCOT has earned a reputation as the hardest essay on the 

exam.  It requires students to quantify the nature, amount, and timing of continuity and change.  

Merely acknowledging continuity and change isn’t enough.  Essays should note the amount, timing, 

location, causes, and effects of continuity and change relevant to the question.  The more specific you 

can be about these characterizes, the better your score.  So how does one do this? 
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STEPS TO TAKE 

 

Step 1: Process the Question 

 
Prompt: 

Analyze the cultural and political changes and continuities in ONE of the following 

civilizations during the last centuries of the classical era. 

Chinese, 100CE – 600CE 

Roman, 100CE – 600CE 

Indian, 300CE – 600 CE 

 

You must understand what you need to address in your thesis. Circle or underline key 

words or phrases in the question.  The phrase that you should underline in this case is: 

cultural and political.  Do not forget that your essay (your thesis) must include 

continuities as well as changes.  

 

Step 2: Build the Framework 
  

Area: China (100-600 CE) 

Baseline:  

China in 100 CE 

 

Cultural 
 

 

Political 
 

 

Change: 

What changes 

occurred during the 

classical era? 

Why did these 

changes occur? 

 

Cultural 

 

Political 

 

Continuity: 

What remained the 

same despite the 

changes? 

Why did they remain 

the same? 

 

Cultural 

 

Political 

 

Global Context: 

How did the changes 

and continuities relate 

to the rest of the 

world? 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact: 

China in 600 CE 

 

 

 



5  

Step 3: Provide Evidence 
  

Area: China (100-600 CE) 

Baseline:  

China in 100 CE 

 

Cultural 
 Confucianism and  Daoism 

 Silk Roads 

Political 

 Han Dynasty 

 Confucian exam system 

 Great Wall to deal with nomadic threat 

 Mandate of Heaven 

Change: 

What changes 

occurred during the 

classical era? 

Why did these 

changes occur? 

 

Cultural 

 Introduction of Buddhism through Silk Roads 

 Neo-Confucianism 

Political 

 Collapse of Han 

 Three Kingdoms period 

 Sui and Tang dynasties 

 

Continuity: 

What remained the 

same despite the 

changes? 

Why did they remain 

the same? 

 

Cultural 

 Trade along Silk Roads 

 Patriarchy 

 Filial piety 

Political 

 Nomadic invasions 

 Keeping but expanding civil service 

examinations  

 Mandate of Heaven 

Global Context: 

How did the changes 

and continuities relate 

to the rest of the 

world? 

 

 Nomadic invasions were a cause of fall of Han 

 Influence of Buddhism (and Daoism) led to Neo-

Confucianism 

 Religions of salvation around the world 

 Travels of Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta 

Impact: 

China in 600 CE 
 Tang Dynasty 

 Confucian examination system 

 Neo-Confucianism lessened popularity of Buddhism 
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Step 4: Write the Essay 
 

Paragraph 1. 

From 100 – 600CE, China experienced a number of changes as well as continuities.  

Culturally, religion changed with the spread of Buddhism and the development of Neo-

Confucianism, while women remained lower status than men.  Politically, while China saw 

the transition from the Han through Tan Rule, the influence of Confucianism stayed in 

place. 

 

What do you notice about the first paragraph? 

1. Thesis is two sentences (the first sentence does not count as a thesis statement). 

2. Thesis addresses cultural (new religions; gender status) and political (dynasty changes; 

Confucianism) and, change (culture; politics) and continuity (culture; politics). 

 

 

Paragraph 2  

The spread of Buddhism and development of Neo-Confucianism represented cultural 

changes in China.  Buddhist monasteries gained political and economic influence through 

acting as advisors to rulers and through generous grants of land.  Empress Wu, a ruler during 

the Tang Dynasty, used Buddhist principles to rule and was considered a Bodhisattva by 

Buddhists.  The increased popularity of Buddhism in China was a result of the political and 

economic chaos following the decline of the Han.  Buddhism was a salvation doctrine that 

offered comfort to the poor and oppressed.  Increasing numbers of sons in the aristocratic 

class dropped out of society and became monks, which led to an anti-Buddhist backlash 

during the Song period. (analysis) 

 

 

Paragraph 3 

Chinese leadership transitioned from the Han through the Tang.  After the fall of the 

Han there was a period of disunity and chaos called the Three Kingdoms period.  

Eventually, the Sui asserted their rule, building the Grand Canal and invading Korea and 

Japan.  When the Sui fell due to overexpansion, the Tang took power and established a 

cosmopolitan rule, EXTENDING CHINESE TERRITORY OVER THE SILK ROAD AND 

INTEGRATING CENTRAL ASIAN CULTURAL ELEMENTS SUCH AS  WEARING 

PANTS.  THE FALL OF THE HAN WAS CAUSED PRIMARILY BY PRESSURE FROM 

OUTSIDE INVADERS ON CHINA’S NORTHWEST BORDER, AS THE GREAT WALL 

PROVED INEFFECTIVE.  The re-establishment of dynastic rule resulted from core 

Chinese values inherent in the Mandate of Heaven.  THE EFFECTS OF THE FALL OF 

THE HAN AND SUBSEQUENT RISE OF THE SUI AND TANG DYNASTIES WAS 

CULTURAL CHANGE AS OUTSIDE CULTURES INFLUENCED CHINA, 

INCLUDING THE INFLUENCE OF INDIAN BUDDHISM AND CENTRAL-ASIAN 

NOMADIC CULTURE. (analysis ; HISTORICAL CONTEXT) 
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Paragraph 4 

 Confucianism was a cultural continuity throughout the time period.  The Han had 

established the Confucian exam system, although test-taking was limited to members of the 

elite.  Under the Sui and Tang the examination system became an important way to establish 

merit-based government, and examinees were responsible for memorizing and analyzing the 

Confucian classics.  Confucianism and later neo-Confucianism clearly defined the 

relationship between husband and wife, as evidenced in the “Three Submissions” women 

were supposed to obey.  Even during the heyday of Buddhist influence, Confucian ideals 

about the family and roles in society influenced many or the elite and peasant class.  

Ultimately, Confucianism re-asserted itself in the form of neo-Confucianism, which 

incorporated elements of Daoism and Buddhism, and Buddhist influence was squelched.  

AS A RESULT BUDDHISM IS A TINY MINORITY RELIGION IN CHINA TODAY, 

WHILE CONFUCIAN VALUES CONTINUED THROUGH LATER DYNASTIES. 

(analysis ; HISTORICAL CONTEXT) 
 

 

Paragraph 5 
GLOBALLY, SALVATION RELIGIONS WERE SPREADING RAPIDLY 

DURING THIS PERIOD AS CLASSICAL EMPIRES FELL AND INSECURITY 

BECAME WIDESPREAD.  CHRISTIANITY WAS SIMILARLY MAKING HEADWAY 

WESTERN EUROPE, AS THE COLLAPSE OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE LED TO CHAOS 

AND DISRUPTION. (HISTORICAL CONTEXT) 

  

 

TIPS 
 

Does your thesis address all parts of the question? 

 The thesis cannot be split and must be located in either the introductory paragraph or the 

conclusion (however, it is not recommended to wait until the end). 

 It cannot simply repeat the question. 

 It must address the issues or themes specified. 

 It must be more specific than “some things changed and some things stayed the same” 

 The thesis must address BOTH a continuity and a change. 

 The thesis statement cannot be counted for credit in any other category. 

 

Did you address both change and continuity?  

 Your thesis must address both change and continuity. 

 

 If you are given two issues to discuss in the essay, you may do one as change and one as 

continuity (however, it is always ideal to attempt to do both) 

o Example: “During the last two centuries of the Roman Empire, in terms of politics, 
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Did your changes and continuities address as much of the time period as possible?  

 It is important to set chronological boundaries.  Each CCOT essay has a starting date and 

an ending date.  A description of the background (baseline) situation for a given area at 

the time of the starting date is crucial for understanding how things later change 

(impact). 

 

Did you discuss the global or historical context of the changes and continuities? 

 On the CCOT, you must explain how events in one area relate to the big picture; that is, 

you need to discuss the global context of the changes and continuities.  Only one 

example is needed, but more is always better. 

 

 The global point can be earned by effectively showing: 

o Comparisons to other regions 

o Connections to global processes 

o Interactions among regions 

 

 While the point can be earned in those ways, the ideal global context is one that can be 

used to demonstrate a reason for one of your changes or continuities.  In other words, 

something from the outside that affected your area.  Examples that may apply: 

o Invasions 

o Disease 

o Technology 

 

Did you analyze the reasons for the changes and continuities? 

 Analysis is crucial for building a sophisticated continuity and change essay.  One basic 

core point is awarded to essays which state clear reasons why the changes happened or 

continuities were maintained. This analysis must go beyond simply listing things that 

changed and things that didn’t. 

 

 Example: “At the end of the 3
rd

 century, the Roman Empire was divided into two halves, 

with each half further divided again with Diocletian’s tetrarchy.  This was due to the 

excessive size of the empire, increasing problems in ruling over the provinces, and 

problems of succession as seen with the barracks emperors.” 

 

 Example: “The 14
th

 century brought about the beginning of the end of feudalism.  The 

arrival of the Black Plague and the tremendous death it caused led to a labor shortage.” 

(this example addresses both a reason and a global context) 

 

Remember that AP World History essays are asset-graded, meaning you only get points 

for what is right and do not lose points for what is not 

 

 

 


