A GUIDE TO WRITING A DBQ
 

The purpose of the DBQ (Document Based Question) is not to test your knowledge of the subject, but rather to evaluate your ability to practice the historian's craft. You will be required to work with the documents and use them to answer a question.

Writing the DBQ is an acquired skill, one that takes practice. You should not get discouraged if you do not "get it" right away. The goal is to acquire the skill by May.

Remember that there is actually no right or wrong answer. Your answer is YOUR interpretation of the content of the documents. As long as your answer is logical and your interpretation is supported by the content of the document you are correct.

The following is your guide to writing a successful DBQ.

 

HISTORICAL CONCERNS
 

1. Read carefully the question prompt and the historical background. Underline the tasks demanded and the terms which are unique to the question.

2. Read the documents carefully.

a. Make sure that you understand the content of the document.

b. What is the author's Point of View (POV).

c. Where is the tension?

1. Are there people from the same place with differing POV?

2. Is a Frenchman critiquing the French or is it an Englishman?

Which is biased, which has great knowledge?

d. What is the origin of the document?

e. Is the document valid or is it hearsay?

f. If time, gender or age were changed would the person be saying the same thing?

3. You should strive to use most of the document (omitting no more than 1 or two).

4. Do not simply site the documents in "laundry list" fashion. You should strive to IMPOSE order on the documents. Find groupings for the documents. Can they be organized into a format? What is the OVERALL picture presented by the documents. Can you use the documents implicitly?

5. Your essay should be an ANALYSIS of the documents and their content.You are demonstrating analysis if you are doing the following:

a. The essay contains a thesis which divides your answer into categories.

b. The documents are used as evidence to support your thesis.

c. Frequent reference is made to the terms of the question.

Be certain that your answer is always focused directly on the question. Do not drift afield.

6. Be certain that, if the question allows, you exploit all of the following in writing your answer.

a. Point of View (POV) is both indicated and discussed from several angles.

b. The Validity (VAL) of documents is noted.

c. Change Over Time (COT) is recognized and discussed (if this occurs in the documents)

d. Did the pendulum of history swing in the chronological course of the documents? Did it swing back again?

 

LITERARY CONCERNS
1. The essay has an adequate introduction in which the time frame is noted.

2. The thesis provides an answer to the question and divides the answer into 

categories.

3. Proper essay style is used (think 5 paragraph format where applicable).

4. Grammar and spelling are adequate (do not misspell words that are supplied in 

the documents).

5. You have not referred to yourself in the essay and you have not told the readers what they are "going to learn".

6. A great majority of the documents have been used in a manner which makes their use readily apparent to the reader.

7. Quotations are limited to a phrase which is placed within the context of your answer.

8. ALL PARTS OF THE QUESTION have been answered.

9. A conclusion exists which summarizes the evidence, restates the thesis and indicates a direction for further study or occurrences.

10. Base all of your comments on the documents, NOT on outside information. Outside information may be used to enhance understanding but it must not be the basis of your argument.
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	What is a DBQ question?
Beginning in June 2001, the 8th Grade Social Studies Examination will require students to respond to a DBQ question. While similar to a traditional essay in many respects, the DBQ question also has several unique characteristics. Quite simply, a DBQ question: 

1._____Requires that students analyze a series of documents from Part A of the DBQ question and answer a specific short answer question about each document. 


2._____Presents a specific task in Part B which must be addressed in an essay response using information obtained from the documents presented in Part A and the student's knowledge of social studies. 


3._____Is graded using a rubric which is made available to students during the test in the exam booklet. 
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How do I answer a DBQ question?
DBQ questions are composed of two sections. In Part A, documents are provided for students to read, analyze, and then answer questions about each one. In Part B, students are provided with a specific task which must be addressed in an essay response. The essay response can be organized into three sections: the introduction, body, and conclusion. Below is a visual representation of this division:
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Step 1: Answer each question in Part A. 
Carefully read or view each document in Part A of the DBQ question, and answer the question that follows each document. Use factual information and base your answer to each question on the specific document to which it is related, and be sure to compose each answer using complete sentences.
Step 2: Read through the grading rubric.
A DBQ essay question will always be accompanied by a grading rubric which explains how the essay response will be graded. Pay close attention to this rubric and be sure to meet all of the requirements so that your essay response can earn the maximum number of points. Be sure to read through the entire rubric so that you can discover not only what you should do to earn points, but also what you shouldn't do so that points will not be deducted from your response. Once you have an understanding of these criteria, begin writing your essay in Part B.
Step 3: Compose a thesis statement.
Read the task section in Part B of the DBQ essay question and analyze it in order to figure out what it is asking you to do. Key words used in the task may include:
Discuss
means "to make observations about something using facts, reasoning, and argument; to present in some detail."
Describe 
means "to illustrate something in words or tell about it."
Show
means "to point out; to set forth clearly a position or idea by stating it and giving data to support it."
Explain
means "to make plain or understandable; to give reasons for or causes of; to show the logical development or relationships of" 
Once you understand what the task is asking you to write about, compose a thesis statement that addresses these issues. 
Step 4: Organize the essay.
Organize the information that you want to use in your essay through the use of an outline. During this pre-writing step, you should brainstorm as many facts as possible that could be used in your essay. Also make sure that you are addressing the task as well as the requirements from the rubric.
The box format outline.
The box method visually divides the essay into sections . Ideas that support each of the sections are placed in the appropriate box. These are main ideas and sometimes have less detail then the outline method. An example follows:
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Step 5: Write the introduction.
A._____Revisit the historical context and determine if you can use part or all of this statement in your introduction. 

B._____Insert your thesis statement from step three. 

C._____If your thesis does not address the body paragraphs that will follow, compose a sentence that briefly introduces each topic. 
Step 6: Write the body paragraphs.
Write the first body paragraph. Be sure to include all of the following components: topic sentence, supporting evidence in the body sentences, and a closing sentence. Follow this same format as you write the additional body paragraphs. Compose additional paragraphs if necessary in order to completely answer the essay question. 


Be sure to use most of the documents provided in Part A in order to provide evidence which proves your thesis statement, and to meet the criteria in the rubric to earn a full credit for your essay. 
Step 7: Write the conclusion.
Summarize the subject of the essay. You can often do this by restating the question in a different way. Explain what you concluded about the essay question. Summarize how the information in the body of your essay proves your point.
A sample DBQ essay grading rubric.
To earn a 5, the DBQ essay:
*___Thoroughly addresses all aspects of the task by 
accurately analyzing and interpreting most of the documents 

*___Incorporates relevant outside information 

*___Richly supports essay with relevant facts, examples, and details 

*___Is a well-developed essay, consistently demonstrating a logical and clear plan of organization 

*___Uses information from the documents in the body of the essay, but does not copy document 

*___Includes a strong introduction and conclusion 
To earn a 4, the DBQ essay:
*___Addresses all aspects of the task by accurately analyzing and interpreting most of the documents 

*___Incorporates relevant outside information 

*___Includes relevant facts, examples, and details, but discussion may be more descriptive than analytical 

*___Is a well-developed essay, demonstrating a logical and clear plan of organization 

*___Includes a good introduction and conclusion
To earn a 3, the DBQ essay:
*___Addresses most aspects of the task or addresses all aspects in a limited way; uses some of the documents 

*___Incorporates limited or no relevant outside information 

*___Uses some facts, examples, and details, but discussion is more descriptive than analytical 

*___Is a satisfactorily developed essay, demonstrating a general plan of organization 

*___Restates the theme in the introduction and concludes with a simple restatement of the theme
To earn a 2, the DBQ essay:
*___Attempts to address some aspects of the task, making limited use of the documents 

*___Incorporates no relevant outside information 

*___Presents few facts, examples, and details; simply restates contents of the documents 

*___Is a poorly organized essay, lacking focus 

*___Has vague or missing introduction and/or conclusion
To earn an 1, the DBQ essay:
*___Shows limited understanding of the task with vague, unclear references to the documents 

*___Presents no relevant outside information 

*___Attempts to complete the task, but essay demonstrates a major weakness in organization 

*___Uses little or no accurate or relevant facts, details, or examples 

*___Has vague or missing introduction and/or conclusion
To earn a 0, the DBQ essay:
*___Fails to address the question 

*___Is illegible 

*___Is missing; a blank paper is handed in 
Writing The DBQ
 
Writing the DBQ Essay
The Document-based Question (DBQ) requires the construction of a coherent essay which integrates interpretation of the supplied documents with a demonstrated knowledge of the historical period in question. Higher scores are earned with essays which successfully incorporate primary evidence from the documents with traditional historical themes and maxims. The student who simply describes the contents of the documents and fails to place them into historical perspective will receive a low score on the DBQ essay.
 
Simple sequence for writing a DBQ essay:
 
1. Read the question and identify the historical period being discussed.
 
2. Brainstorm a list of relevant issues, historical terms, names, or events which are significant to that period of history. When complete, this list should be examined for logical division into sub-topics.
 
3. Read the supplied documents. In the margin of the documents, make notes which add to or embellish your brainstorm list.
 
4. First Paragraph: 
a. Write one clear sentence which states a thesis, what the essay will prove.
b. Specify three or four sub-topics to the thesis. (logical segments or divisions of the overall thesis).
c. You may elaborate on each of these sub-topics with simple defining sentences.
 


5. Second Paragraph: 
a. Begin with a sentence which re-introduces one of the sub-topics.
b. Support that topic sentence with outside information from your brainstorm list.
c. Support your outside information with a reference to one or more of the supplied primary sources. Be sure you use and cite the documents properly
d. Write a concluding sentence which relates the paragraph's topic back to the thesis.
e. Write a transitional sentence introducing the next topic.
 
6. Subsequent Paragraphs: 
Continue this procedure until you have exhausted your brainstorm list for possible sub-topics. If you have outside information that is not supported by the primary documents, include that information anyway. Accurate student-supplied information will garner points, even without support from the documents; any use of the primary documents not supported with outside information will not garner points and should be avoided.
 
7. A conclusion is not necessary, but it will score you extra points if done properly. If you decide to write a concluding paragraph, be sure that what you write is more than just a restating of the thesis.
 
 
Test-Taking Hints & Grading Rubric
AP Exam Generic Rubric
 8-9   1.     Strong Thesis clearly developed, well organized; analytical and focused                                          on the question                
        2.        Substantial & relevant use of outside information (abstract and/or                                                    concrete); chronologically coherent, at least 5 pieces of evidence
        3.     May have insignificant errors
        4.        Discusses both sides of the question, showing an understanding of the                                          complexities of the issue(s)
        5.     Clearly organized and well written
        6.     Explains or negates data that detracts from the thesis
        7.        Sophisticated use of a substantial number of documents
6-7   1.         Consistent, clear, well-developed thesis; clearly organized and written
        2.     More limited but relevant use of outside information (abstract and/or concrete)
        3.     May have minor errors                                                
        4.        Discusses both sides of the question, shows an understanding of the                                              complexities of the issue(s)
        5.     Has limited analysis
        6.     Effective use of several documents
4-5   1.      Partially developed valid thesis, acceptable organization and writing                                                             May discuss only one side of the question and/or be vague
        3.     Some relevant outside information
        4.     May contain errors, usually not major
        5.     Little or no analysis
        6.     Uses some documents                                                                  
2-3   1.      Limited, confused & poorly developed thesis, weak organization & writing
        2.     Shows limited understanding of the question
        3.     Little outside information, or irrelevant, inaccurate information
        4.     contains major errors
        5.        Misinterprets, briefly cites or quotes documents
0-1   1.     No thesis, poorly organized & written
        2.        inadequate, or inaccurate understanding of the question
        3.        inappropriate or no outside information
        4.        Numerous errors, both major and minor
        5.     poor, confused or no use of documents
 Free Response Essay Hints 
1.     You will have thirty five minutes each to select two essay questions on the free response section (1 of 2 and 1 of 2).  Move ahead with all deliberate speed. 
2.    Read the questions carefully & analytically. Choose the question you feel most competent to answer.  Be decisive, there is no time to change questions once you have begun.
3.     Use the back of the test book as your scratch sheet and write headings like "Social," "Economic," "Political," "Foreign Affairs," "Events," Court Cases" . . . or others--you choose.  Jot down as many thoughts and facts about the question as you can.  
4.     Go back to the question and underline key words and phrases, operative words such as define, assess, compose, etc. Circle time frame specified e.g. since 1790 or prior to 1880. Be sure you understand what is being asked. Your definition of the key terms and an insightful analysis of the question are the keys to a superior paper. Be sure to state the question as you understand it. Define key terms. Take control of the question by defining terms and parameters, especially if it is ambiguous. Make a list of outside material before reading the documents.
5.     Most questions require analyzing relationships,  (e.g. the political implications of an economic issue), or to analyze common themes in different time periods  (e.g. the concept of the "national interest" in foreign policy). Be sure your answer is directed at what the question has asked.
6.     Develop a clear, focused and original Thesis statement on the topic and develop an argument on behalf of your viewpoint (e.g. Washington was a poor President). Underline or highlight your thesis. The thesis is your conclusion on an issue about which reasonable men may differ.  You may recognize the validity of opposing viewpoints without giving in to them or waffling. The reader should know your position on the question unequivocally after the first paragraph. Your opinion may differ from the AP grader, but if it is supported with facts, you will score well.  Be sure your thesis is consistent with your data and stay focused on your thesis. Use correct terminology & vocabulary. Do not preach or moralize in your essay.  This essay should prove your thesis, it is not an editorial.  
7.     Remember that your essay is written to convince. Be thorough and assume nothing. Like a geometry proof, do not skip steps.  Underline or highlight  key names & phrases so they stand out to the AP reader. Be specific, Who, What, Where, When, Why and How. Using an author's name (e.g. Thomas Bailey) is not an advantage unless you can adequately state the gist of his or her position.
8.     When using examples, relevance and factual accuracy is important. "Abundant and appropriate use of facts."  One or two specific, focused, and relevant examples are better than a laundry list of names or cases without comment. Avoid ambiguity and vagueness, but if you don't know an exact date, pin it as nearly as you can (e.g. the early 1880s, the late 19th century, during the Kennedy Administration).  Chronological sequence is more important than a precise date, but be as specific as you are able. It is generally better to include something [court case] if you know it applies to the question but you are short on details.
9.     The free response essay should be a minimum of 3 written pages. Write as clearly and neatly as you can.  Present your case in logical sequence.
10.   Detailed Format
        a.     Thesis Statement: what you will prove about the subject of the question (e.g. US Foreign Policy in the 1930s was. . . . . Use the words of the question to help you formulate a thesis. Your introductory paragraph is the most important.  You do not get a second chance to make a good first impression.  Your opening paragraph should contain:
                        1.     A restatement of the question (your understanding of it)
                       2.        definition of the terms and parameters as you understand them
                       3.        Insightful commentary on the question if possible
                       4.     Your thesis
        b. Major Argumentative Points of Evidence (5 or 6 paragraphs, each with a topic sentence introducing  your point.). 
        c.     Conclusion:  You must prove your thesis.  Some teachers feel you should write the conclusion immediately after you finish writing the first paragraph. This helps you to focus on where the essay is going. There should be room here for some restatement (...and if _____is true, then ______.  Opening and closing paragraphs are mini essays. Concluding statement should tie your data together and give it meaning. Opening paragraph far exceeds closing in importance.
11.      Proofread. Does the essay make sense? Check paragraphing, grammar, spelling, sentence structure, thesis statement if time permits.
 CRITERIA FOR GRADING ESSAY QUESTIONS
 
        The standard essay question may require students to relate developments in different areas (e.g., the political implications of an economic issue), to analyze common themes in different time periods (e.g., the concept of the national interest in US foreign policy), or to capture individual or group experiences that reflect socioeconomic, ethnic, racial, or gender differences (e.g., social mobility & cultural pluralism). Although historiography is not emphasized in the examination, students are expected to have a general understanding historical controversies surrounding key interpretations of major historical events.  When questions based on literary materials are included, emphasis will not be on the literature as art but rather on its relations to politics, social and economic life, or related cultural and intellectual movements.


    Answers to standard essay questions will be judged on the strength of the thesis developed, the quality of the historical argument, and the relevance of the historical examples rather than coverage per se.  Unless a questions states otherwise, students will not be penalized for omitting a specific fact or illustration. Recent essay questions have provided a broad framework of facts that are expected to be covered.


    Lengthy experience has led skilled readers of examinations to the conclusion that grading essays must be done with a rubric in order to provide for fair, consistent and reliable assessment.   Over the years, the ETS has developed, used, and recommended the following scoring guide which provides for basic grading. It allows for some latitude to individual instructors. You should know that in an experiment where the same essay was written (actually copied) by three different students with excellent, fair and poor handwriting the grades reflected exactly the visual presentation.   This is reality folks. All readers have another reader "reading behind." Since not all essays receive two readings, it is highly unlikely that the second reader will pick a paper with poor handwriting. 


   Scores earned on the multiple choice and free response sections will each account for one half of the candidate's total examination grade.  Within the free response section, the DBQ is 50%  and each of the two essays is 25%.
 Check your own essays on unit exams.
 Appearance
  1.     Is essay legible?                           Easy/Neat         5 4 3 2 1                   Difficult/Sloppy
 Opening Paragraph
2.     Thesis Statement clear?           Yes                         5 4 3 2 1         No
 Body
1.     How many paragraphs?                                  5 4 3 2 1
2.     Are there factual inaccuracies?         Yes                                 5 4 3 2 1           No
 3.     Conclusions supported                      Yes                         5 4 3 2 1         No
        by Evidence?
 Concluding Paragraph
 1.     Major points summarized?                  Yes                         5 4 3 2 1         No
 2.     Conclusion Effective?                               Yes                 5 4 3 2 1         No
 Grammar/Punctuation/Spelling
 1.     Any Errors                            No           5 4 3 2 1         Yes
 2.     Confusing Sentences                               No                   5 4 3 2 1         Yes

 Impression
 1.     Readability                            Easy                        5 4 3 2 1         Difficult
 2.     Logical Order of Ideas          Logical                    5 4 3 2 1         Illogical
 
 
