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Writing the DBQ 

A DBQ essay should include the following: 

 

1.  THESIS: Your essay should have a clear thesis that responds to all parts of the question and is 

based on the documents. 

 

2.  MAJORITY OF DOCUMENTS: Correct interpretation of a majority of the documents and use of 

these documents to support the argument in the thesis. 

 

3.  GROUPING: Your analysis will be revealed by grouping the documents in at least THREE 

different ways that relate to the question. Each group will consist of at least two documents that 

you will discuss within a single paragraph. When you go on to a new group, make sure you start 

a new paragraph by indenting or skipping a line. You may use a document more than once for 

grouping if you like.  

 

4.  POINT OF VIEW: Another skill you must demonstrate is an assessment of the bias or point of 

view (POV) represented in the documents; in other words, why is this specific author making 

this particular statement? Here you should consider the following: in what way(s) does the class, 

nationality, gender, official position, ideology, or other characteristic of the author influence his 

or her thinking on the topic at hand? How does the type of document (e.g., public speech, 

private letter or diary, government report) affect its purpose and content? You need to give at 

least THREE good examples of POV in your DBQ essay. 

 

5.  RESPOND TO THE QUESTION. Make sure that your DBQ provides a clear response to all parts of 

the question. 
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Here are the specific instructions for the Document-Based Question (DBQ): 

Write an essay that: 

- Provides an appropriate, explicitly stated thesis that directly addresses all parts of the question and 

does NOT simply restate the question. 

- Discusses a majority (50% +1) of the documents individually and specifically. 

- Demonstrates understanding of the basic meaning of a majority (50% +1) of the documents. 

- Supports the thesis with appropriate interpretations of a majority (50% +1) of the documents. 

- Analyzes the documents by explicitly grouping them in at least three appropriate ways. 

- Takes into account both the sources of the documents and the authors’ points of view. 

- You may refer to relevant historical information not mentioned in the documents. 

Step 1: 

Read the Historical Background. It can really help give you a perspective into the time period and 

possible tips for POV's. 

Formulate a tentative thesis before you look at the documents. By doing this, you will more quickly be 

able to determine how each document will fit into your essay. 

 

Step 2: 

Look at and analyze the documents. Documents can include historical writings or publications (such as 

quotations, diary entries, letters, book excerpts etc.), charts, maps, photographs, illustrations, pictures 

of artifacts or cartoons. What is the main idea of each document? How does a document fit into the 

prompt? How does the document fit your tentative thesis? Jot down notes next to each document. Pay 

attention to the chronology of the documents. Look for change over time (or for LACK of change over 

time). Analyze it 

 

Read all the documents and categorize them into 3 -four if you deem necessary- categories. This part 

solely relies on your ability to comprehend what the author of the document is saying and his 

perspective. 
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As for defining categories, generally you should start by thinking about ubiquitous dimensions of social 

studies (think lenses you can examine history through) since they work 99% of the time. 

- Political 

- Economical 

- Humanitarian 

- Imperialism 

- Nationalism 

- Religion 

- Society/Social 

- Intellectual Development 

These 8 categories will generally fit every DBQ the collegeboard can conjure up. 

 

BUT you must be specific to the source and not JUST identify the category. For example: 

 

 

Step 3: 

Think about what outside information about the societies, time period, or theme, come to mind. This 

should be information you learned in class or read about in your textbook. This outside information will 

make up most of your essay. You should use the documents provided to support this outside 

information. Outside information can be events in history, themes you have studied about the specific 

time period you are writing about, movements, people, etc. List the relevant outside information on a 

piece of scratch paper. 

 

 

 

 


