


Guidelines for writng the Document-Based Essay Question (DBQ)
1. The score on the U.S. History DBQ is based on 50% outside information and 50% document use. This requires one to have some knowledge of the DBQ topic, but the European DBQ takes a different approach. The European DBQ does not require any knowledge about the topic, but you must know how to analyze the documents and draw conclusions. The European DBQ is a test of your ability to do this. In other words, what do the documents say? How do they relate to each other? What are their biases, attitudes, and tones? What historical conclusions can be reached by reading the documents? 

2. Read the questions and the documents carefully!!!

a. First, read the source of each document for its publication date, type of publication, author, etc. Secondly, make sure you understand the content and the author’s point of view, bias, and/or tone. This is crucial! For example, the DBQ is on child labor in early 19th Century British factories, and a document is testimony from a doctor employed by the factory owner. If the doctor testifies that the factories are healthy for children, this is a great opportunity for bias and reliability analysis. If you have a document in which the writer seems impassioned, this is a great opportunity to note the document’s tone. It’s that simple – or difficult!

b. Look for similarities and differences between the documents. Point and counter-point will often follow each other.  

c. There will always be some complexity in the documents. Look for documents that represent views that are exceptions, notice contradictions, connections, how documents amplify or complement other pieces of evidence. 

d. You will notice that there is often a chronological or thematic sequence to the documents. If there is a chronological sequence, look for any evidence of change over time.

e. Don’t get bogged down in the documents. As you read, underline, make notes, and organize the documents into categories.

3. In writing the essay –

a. Do not simply laundry list or summarize the documents. Grouping the documents into categories is a strong indicator of analysis.

b. Show relationships between documents.

c. Quote only brief phrases, and use quotes sparingly.

d. In citing the documents, pay attention to the source and incorporate this in your response. For example: “Dr Bloggs, the middle class doctor, cites healthy conditions in the factories.” (Doc. 1) 

vs. “In Doc. 1, healthy conditions in the factories are indicated.”

e. Use specific evidence to support your thesis or make conclusions. For example: “Doc. 2 says that conditions in the factories were good.” vs. “Dr. Bloggs produced four factory workers who testified that they were happy with the conditions in the factories."”(Doc. 2)

f. Use transition words to get from one point to another.

g. Do not lose track of the question or the thesis. Re-introduce it during the course of your writing. 

h. Do not spend time repeating the information in the “Historical Background” paragraph. Use it help with the document analysis; not to fill up your essay.

i. Use most of the doucments

