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Mastering the Document Based Question (DBQ) 
What is it?

An essay question based on a bunch of documents (typically 4-10) that cover one topic, usually in or around a particular period of time.  For example, a DBQ may require you to ANALYZE (not describe) a set of documents about trading practices before and during the Age of Exploration.  The documents may include a map of trade routes, a letter from a merchant to his ruler at home, codified laws or journal entries.  

It’s all in the documents…

Your job is to work through the documents to determine how they relate to each other, what changes can be seen over time, how the author’s background or POV (point of view) may have influenced the contents of the document.  In other words, find the connection between them and be aware of possible bias and how the author’s background is reliable or not reliable.  After you have read through and analyzed the documents, you want to group them or categorize.  Then you can start building a thesis.  Remember, you need to analyze and synthesize, not describe or summarize the documents.
Steps to writing an awesome DBQ essay…
Step 1:  READ and ANALYZE THE QUESTION
Before you can analyze the documents, you need to know what you are looking for in the documents.  The question is your purpose for writing. Underline key words in the question including command words, terms, and dates.  The question may ask you to do one or more of the following:
Analyze – determine their component parts; examine their nature and relationship

Assess/Evaluate – judge the value or character of something; appraise; evaluate the positive points and the negative ones; give an opinion regarding the value of; discuss the advantages and disadvantages of

Compare – examine for the purpose of noting similarities and differences.

Contrast – examine in order to show dissimilarities or points of difference.

Describe – give an account of; tell about; give a word picture of.

Discuss – talk over; write about; consider or examine by argument or from various points of view; debate; present the different sides of the topic.

Explain – make clear or plain; make clear the causes or reasons for; make known in detail; tell the meaning of.

Make sure you know what the question is asking you to do.  You may want to brainstorm everything you know about the topic.  REMEMBER, the question may ask you do more than ONE thing.  Make sure you answer ALL parts of the question.
Step 2: ANALYING THE DOCUMENTS
Some of the DBQs you will be writing will have scaffolding questions to answer first.  Each document will have one or two questions about the document.  These questions will help increase your understanding of the document and be relative to the question being asked.  In this case, you answer these questions and then begin to group them into categories.  Other DBQs will have no questions, but instead will have a document analysis sheet to complete with each document.   In this case you will complete each section of the handout.  In each situation, you want to:

1. Determine primary vs. secondary source, 

2. Author/speaker and possible bias/POV, 

3. Pull FACTS (what can you see or identify from only the document, 

4. Make inferences, draw conclusions about these facts, 

5. Determine how you can use this in your essay to address the question
Other options include: 
1. SOAP: Speaker, Occasion, Audience, Purpose or,

2. APPARTS: Author, Place and Time, Prior knowledge, Audience, Reason, a The Main Idea, and Significance.

These can be used for analyzing ANY primary sources

Step 3: CATEGORIZING THE DOCUMENTS

After you have read and analyzed the documents, group them and create categories for each of the groups.  For example, this could be political, social, and economic or positive and negative impacts.  You may want to create a chart or graphic organizer to help sort the documents.  You need at least THREE categories-these will become your body paragraphs. Keep in mind, you need to address ALL parts of the question, so go back and make sure your categories address these parts- including command words and subject (causes and effects, before and during, etc.)  Do not forget about ASPIRES to help organize your documents (and create topics for your body paragraphs)
Step 4: WRITING A THESIS

This is included in the basic writing tips packet.  The same applies here.  If your categories are ASPIRES, make sure you substitute more effective and specific categories for you thesis: social( impact on female role in society, or political( citizenship.
Check to make sure you have created a relevant thesis that can be supported by the documents. As in all essays, this will be the last sentence in your introduction.  Your categories will become your topics for each body paragraph and you must write in that order.  Make sure there is not possible chance that I will write, “So what?” on your paper.  In essence, your thesis becomes a road map.  
Some tips… 

1. Address the question by restating key phrases from the question.  DO NOT rewrite question in answer form

2. Essays are all about EVIDENCE so use your framework to support your claims in your thesis

3. Make clear transition from your thesis to the body of your essay using phrases like, “To better understand the differences between these two societies…”

4. Think of the introduction as your THESIS PARAGRAPH.  Set up your framework and end with your actual thesis.

Step 5: PLANNING YOUR ESSAY
Using your awesome thesis as your organizational road map, create a chart or outline including each topic and the evidence in which you will use to prove your claim.  Make sure you have at least three pieces of evidence per topic and use at least TWO different documents per topic.  For each piece of evidence explain how it proves your point.  You must include outside information and clearly connect the evidence and explanation back to the question.  For each topic, you need an analysis statement connecting all the evidence and how it pertains to the topic and the question.  This will usually be two or three sentences at the end of the paragraph.  Now you are ready to write.
Step 6:  GET WRITING
This essay will contain an introduction paragraph, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion paragraph.  In your essay, it must be clear that you interpreted the evidence within the documents, supported your thesis, analyzed the documents using the author’s point of view and grouped your documents in an effective way.  It is essential that you DO not describe and restate documents.  For example: “In document A it shows…”  This is not analyzing!  Your job is to use the documents to draw conclusions an answer the question.  For example: “The tolerance of multiple religions, including Christianity and Buddhism, by the Mongols during the 12th century demonstrates their civilized nature, as the west defined it (Doc. A).
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