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WRITING A DBQ:

AP* U.S. History
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What Is a DBQ?

• An essay question that asks you to take a 
position on an issue that has several 
possible answers

• No “right” or “correct” response

• You must craft a thesis based on your own 
knowledge and your interpretation of the 
evidence presented 
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What Is a DBQ?

• You will need to combine your outside 
historical knowledge and a significant 
amount of knowledge gleaned from the 
documents to demonstrate your ability to 
craft an argument.
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Structure of AP Exam
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Prompt Analysis Format:

A 5 Step Method
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Step 1 – Attack the Prompt

Read the question carefully, 
a few times, then think about the following:

• What is the essence of the question?

• Be sure to know exactly what the question 
is asking you.
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Step 2 - The Thesis Statement

• A positive assertion regarding an issue 

about which reasonable people may hold 

different opinions

• Answers the question in one sentence

• Use your database to organize your 

arguments

• Don’t discuss the documents in the order in 

which the DBQ presents them
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Step 3 - Analyzing the Documents

• A document is not a fact, but a piece of evidence 
to interpret

• Point of view is crucial – is there anything about 
the doc that is a red flag – i.e. the author, the time, 
the place, etc.?

• Briefly write the main point of each document in 
your own shorthand.

• HIPPO

– The “O” is how you might use the document in your 
essay.
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Step 3 - Analyzing the Docs cont.

• If the prompt requires you to take one position or 
another, group the documents on the basis of those 
positions. 

• Then think – so what?  How might I use this?  How 
does it fit in to my essay?  In other words, you will 
be required to think about what you can INFER 
from the contents of the document. 
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Step 3 - Analyzing the Docs cont.

• In a Nutshell, when you look at a doc, think about:

– Document information (i.e. what the document is about, 
the purpose, main idea – think of it kind of like a 
summary)

– Document Inferences (i.e. what can you INFER from 
the documents – how might you use it? Why do you 
think the AP test makers put this doc there)

– Potential Outside Info triggered by the doc (i.e. the 
doc may help you remember other stuff)
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Step 4 – Rough Outline.

• This is to be done within the first 15 minutes on test 
day.

• It is a quick outline that is not graded, and should 
consist of your own shorthand.

• It should provide a sketch of each paragraph – its 
purpose and/or main argument, the docs you will 
use, and the outside knowledge you will use
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Step 5 – write the essay (finally!!) 

The First Paragraph
• Make a strong first impression

• The reader should know your position on 

the question unequivocally after the first 

paragraph
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Step 5 – write the essay (finally!!) 

Contextualization - The First Paragraph

• Explains broader historical events, developments, or 

processes immediately relevant to the question.

• Should be addressed first in the introduction 

• Sets the scene for the reader

• Acknowledges events or developments going on at 

the SAME TIME PERIOD

• Must be a full discussion …think 3-4 sentences.
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The Body of the Essay 

(continued)

• Stick to the facts

• Make sure that each point you make 

supports your thesis and is substantiated by 

historical evidence.

• Include outside information

• Cite a majority, MAYBE ALL, of the 

documents
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The Conclusion

Restate thesis and evidence in a 

different way = CONCLUSION
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Prompt Analysis Format: Summary

1.Attack the PROMPT

2.Write tentative THESIS

3.Analyze DOCS

4.Write rough and quick OUTLINE

5.Write the DBQ



17

DBQ Facts & Tips

• Synthesize the information that is in the 
documents rather than paraphrasing or 
quoting the documents.  

• In other words, use the main idea of any 
document to support your thesis, don’t rely 
too heavily on quoting it.  (perhaps use 
excerpts that are within YOUR text.

• Documents are meant to trigger recollection 
of relevant outside information to include in 
your responses.
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DBQ Facts & Tips

• As you will see, there is a category on the rubric 
for outside knowledge.  

• Be prepared to write a “concession paragraph” just 
before the conclusion.  A concession paragraph 
acknowledges challenges and conflicts to your 
thesis.  Although this paragraph should never 
REPUDIATE (i.e. negate) your thesis, its 
inclusion in your essay demonstrates that you are 
attuned to the complexity and controversy that 
may surround the issues in your answer.
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Revisit your THESIS and Start 

your Intro


