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AP US 
History  

DBQ BOOTCAMP 
 
 

Day Activity 

Monday Section I: General Advice for all Essays 
Section II: The DBQ 
Section III: The Question 

 

Tuesday Read and analyze the question, historical background 
paragraph, and each of the 7 sources. 
 
Outcome: You should understand “what” the 
individual sources say and how they (individually) 
relate to the question. 

Wednesday Section IV: Reading and Analyzing the Evidence 
Sources 
 
Outcome: You should understand how the Evidence 
Sources collectively/cumulatively contribute to the 
question. 

Thursday Section V: Pulling It All Together 
Section VI: Thesis 
Section VII: Additional Evidence 

Friday Write Test DBQ Individually  
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Section I: General Advice for All Essays 
Here is the allocated time and exam score percentage:   

 
 
Recommended Reading Period 
Before you actually begin writing, read the question critically and carefully. Following this, brainstorm for 1-2 
minutes. In your test booklet, write down every piece of information you can think of that relates to the subject. 
There is room to perform this task on the booklet in the margins and at the top and bottom of the pages.  
 
Look at your notes and consider the results as you think about how you will construct your thesis. Utilize your 
notes to prove your thesis, but do not choose an argument that you feel is wrong or with which you disagree. 
You have only one option with the DBQ, but you have two options with the Long Essay. The DBQ asks you to 
interpret a variety of documents and integrate your interpretation of these documents with your knowledge of 
the topic or time period. Some of your brainstorming will be historical facts, some will be ‘big picture’ 
arguments, and some will be garbage.  
 
 

Big Mistake #1: Wasting Recommended 15 Minute 
Reading/Planning Period 

One of the biggest mistakes students make during the AP Exam is not using the 15 minute 
recommended reading/planning period to plan and outline their essays. Too often students simply 
stare into space, think about what they’re going to do after school, etc. This is a great opportunity 
to: 
1.) brainstorm evidence 
2.) write an outline of your essays’ paragraph structure 
3.) write a 1st draft of your essays’ theses 

 
 
 
Asset Model 
One other thing to note is that the scoring of the essays is done on an “asset model.” That is, the scorers want to 
give you every point that you deserve and are looking for every opportunity to do so. What this means, practically 
speaking, is that they will read over your errors rather than remove points. So, be daring and do everything that is 
required and more. Do not let fear of errors hold you back to a timid standard on the AP United States History 
essays. Study the rubric in this section so that you know what is scored on each essay.
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Section II: The Document Based Question (DBQ) 
Purpose of the DBQ 
The purpose of the DBQ is to test students’ ability to do what professional historians actually do: use and interpret 
historical sources to make conclusions based on those sources. It is NOT a test of students’ prior knowledge. You 
are not expected to know everything about the topic before the exam, this is a test of students’ skills to 
perform a variety of analytical tasks. Why is this important to realize? When you first read a DBQ question, you 
will likely have little knowledge about the topic. Relax! That’s normal. No one is expected to know everything 
about the topic. That’s what makes a DBQ a “level playing field.” No one has any advantage over anyone else. 
 
 

 Official Description Points Shorthand Description 
A • Historically defensible thesis  

• Cohesive argument recognizing complexity 
and interrelationship  

 
2 

Thesis  
& 

 Argumentation 
B • Utilizes content of at least 6 of the documents 

• Explains Context, Audience, Point-of-View 
and/or Purpose for at least 4 of the 
documents 

 
2 

 
Document  
Analysis 

C • Contextualization: situates the argument in a 
broader historical context relevant to the 
question 

• Evidence Beyond: Identifies and explains the 
need for one type of appropriate additional 
evidence. 

 
2 

 
 

Evidence Beyond the 
Documents 

D • Extend the argument to one of the following: 
A. Different period, situation, or 

geographical area 
B. Course theme that is not focus of essay 

 
1 

 
Synthesis 

 
 

Big Mistake #2: The Purpose of the Rubric = 
Scoring Guide for the Reader NOT Writing Guide for the Author 

The rubric is meant as a guide for essay readers to score the essay, not as an outline for students 
in how to write the essay. The rubric lists characteristics, but that does NOT mean that students 
should write the essay in the order of these characteristics (e.g., Do NOT write a separate 
paragraph for “point of view,” then a “purpose” paragraph, etc.) 
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Section III: The Question 
 

The following question requires you to construct a coherent essay that integrates your 
interpretation of Documents 1-7 and your knowledge of the period referred to in the question.  
 
Question: When World War I broke out, the United States declared its policy 
of neutrality. Was the United States ever neutral in the conflict, and if so, 
when did it change to a policy favoring the allies?  
 
Use the documents and your knowledge of history in the 1910’s to construct your response.  
 
 
1.) Now, analyze the question. Break it down so that you know exactly what it’s asking and create a basic chart.  

 

Task/Type? What? When? Who? 
What’s the question 
asking you to do and 
what type of question 
is it? (CCOT, 
Comparison, 
Periodization, 
Causation) 

What is the topic? When did it occur?  Who is being 
considered and 
analyzed?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Task? What? When? Who? 

 
 

Analyze neutrality, 
CCOT 

 
 

US Neutrality 

 
 

WWI 

 
 

The nation as a whole 
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Big Mistake #3: Not Answering the Question 
The BIGGEST and MOST COMMON mistake is that students do not… 

ANSWER THE QUESTION. 
Seems pretty simple, doesn’t it? “Don’t most students answer the question,” you may wonder. 
Surprisingly, the answer is “No.” Instead of answering the question, students answer a question 
related or similar to the question, or what they wish the question asked, but not the question 
that is actually written on the paper. This is a huge “no-no.” 
• “Analyze” is DIFFERENT than “summarize.” Most students merely summarize rather than 

analyze. 
 

“Summarize” = “what happened” “Analyze” = “why it happened” 
 
• Another tactic to help yourself answer the question is to break the question into its specific 

parts. Each question has a what, a where, and a when. Every sentence in your essay must 
relate to the question. You must not get off track and talk about a slightly different where, or 
a when that you heard a great story about, or a what that you know a ton of information 
about. Anything you write that does not “answer the question” is irrelevant, and will not 
help your score, no matter how well written or informative. In general, at least 30% of all the 
words students write are irrelevant to the question. Don’t waste your time writing irrelevant 
information! 

 
Plan MORE, write BETTER. 

 
  



	 6 

Big Mistake #4: Summarizing Sources 
 
The purpose of any essay is to answer the question. Too often students’ DBQs sink to a mere 
summarization of the sources. The DBQ is not “about the sources,” it’s just a “normal” essay 
question. The sources are not “the point” of the DBQ. The sources are merely raw materials to 
help students answer the question. 
 

 
Imagine for a second that your teacher did NOT give you any historical sources. If you had ONLY the question 
(“Was the United States ever neutral in [in WWI], and if so, when did it change to a policy favoring the 
allies?”) and a month of time in which to find historical sources that address this question. You should be able to 
answer the question, right? 
 
When you were finally done researching and start writing your research paper, would you write sentences like this?: 
 
 One book I read said blah blah blah. 
 

The author of book Yada Yada said blah blah blah. 
 
In another book I read about WWI it was said blah blah blah. 
 

Of course not! You’d write an essay where the subject of each sentence would be answering if the US was ever 
neutral in World War I and at the end of each sentence you would have a footnote documenting where you found 
that response just in case your reader wanted to check it. Each body paragraph would be organized around a 
specific response to the spread of Buddhism in China that you found in multiple books. 
 
So do the same thing for a DBQ, except easier. You won’t need to write footnotes. At the end of any sentence 
that references information you found in one of the sources, just write “(Source #).” This is a kind of “quick and 
easy informal footnote.” 
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Section IV: Reading and Analyzing the Sources 
 
Source Characteristics 
What notes should one take as one reads the sources? Much of that depends on the question being asked, but 
there are several common characteristics in each source that one should look for because any of these 
characteristics can influence how a source should be interpreted/analyzed. The acronym “SOAPSTone” is often 
useful as a guide for these characteristics (consider CAPP-FRL as well). 
 
Subject  What is the main topic of this source? 
Occasion When was this source produced? Was it created for a particular event or occasion, or even during 

an era when another, similar sources were produced? 
Audience Who was this source’s intended audience? Was the source written to be read privately or to a 

specific person (who?), a public announcement, or an official proclamation? 
Purpose Why was this source produced? What was the purpose or motivation of the writer/author of the 

source (based on what limited information you have about them)? What effect did the author hope 
this source would have? What did the author want the reader(s) of this source to do? 

Speaker Who was the Speaker of this source? Was it an official person representing government, or an 
informal, anonymous individual? Usually a source’s author and speaker are the same individual, 
but occasionally they may actually be different (e.g., a speech may be written by a speech writer, 
but spoken by a government official). 

Tone Is there any apparent tone or “voice” in this source that would influence one’s interpretation? Is it 
filled with any apparent emotion (e.g., sarcasm, exuberance, anger, disdain, admiration, etc.). 
Underline any unusually vocabulary in the source that serves as a clue to this interpretation. 

 

Additional Evidence Source 
After you read a source, you’ll be able to use information to help answer the question, but no single source contains 
everything needed to answer the question fully. NO matter how much information a source contains, it will never 
provide the answer to all parts of the question, and in fact, it will often raise new questions. 
 
So, what kinds of information would you like to have to help answer the question better? You don’t have to name 
a specific actual source, but you must do two things with this Additional Evidence Source: 

1.) Describe the kind of information you’d like to see in an additional source. 
2.) Explain how that information would help a historian answer the question more completely (“…because it 

would help” is not an acceptable answer.) What would you do with such information? What conclusion 
could you make with “Information x” that you can’t make now? 
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Characteristics Shared with Other Sources (aka “Grouping”) 
After you’ve finished reading all the sources, look back over your SOAPSTone notes. Do you notice any 
characteristics that more than one source share? These characteristics are vitally important to note because they 
will become the topic sentences of your essay’s body paragraphs. 
 
Note: You won’t be able to complete this part of analyzing the sources until you finish reading all the sources. So, 
after you read each individual source and note that source’s characteristics, go back for a “2nd pass” at all of the 
sources and look for characteristics that appear in more than one source.  
 
Context (aka “Point of View” or POV) 
The purpose of the DBQ is to test students’ ability to do what professional historians actually do. Well, what do 
professional historians do? One essential task is to interpret historical sources. History is not just facts, a large part 
is also interpretation of facts. This is one area that makes history both fun and controversial, because different 
historians interpret identical sources differently. 

è This brings up a related point. As long as your interpretation of the sources is plausible, 
  you reader will never grade your interpretation of the sources. It is of course possible to  
  misinterpret sources, which does carry a penalty for Rubric category #2, but as long as you  
  include all the sources somewhere in your essay and misinterpret no more than one  
  source, you’ll earn full credit for your interpretation(s). 

 
So as you read and interpret each source, what clues are there that any particular source means anything other 
than the literal words of the paper? Are there any reasons why although a source says “x” it should be interpreted 
as meaning something more, less, or different? All the intangible circumstances surrounding a source that influence 
how one should interpret that source comprise what is called the “Context.” 
 

Source 1: 
“If you park your car there, you’ll get in trouble,” says your six-year-old sister.” 

 
Source 2: 

“If you park your car there, you’ll get in trouble,” says the police officer. 
 

You’d interpret these two statements very differently, wouldn’t you? Obviously the identity of the source makes a 
huge difference in how seriously one interprets the Source. Note, however, that one should not automatically 
come to the conclusion that Source 1 is “wrong” while Source 2 is “right.” (Can you think of any circumstances 
that your sister might be correct? Just because she’s six years old doesn’t mean she’s automatically wrong, it just 
means that you’d probably want some more information regarding the context of your sister’s comments before 
you render judgment on her words. After all, she might have just heard your parents say, “If that car isn’t moved 
out of the middle of the street [your name] will be punished!” 
 
Context is far more subtle than simply labeling Sources as “right” or “wrong.” You have to be very specific in 
deciding to what degree a source should be interpreted about a certain topic. Ultimately you should be able to 
place each source on a spectrum of the Source’s “trustworthiness.” 
 

	
Value                   Limitations 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What characteristics strengthen/enhance                 What characteristics limit/reduce 
the value of this Source?         the value of this source? 
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So, how does one interpret the context surrounding a source? Some common ways are listed below (Many are 
SOAPSTone characteristics with which you are already familiar.) 

1.) Who produced this Source? Does this author have any special knowledge about the topic? How credible is 
this author? Discuss the author’s gender, age, ethnicity, social status, religion, level of education, political 
philosophy, etc. 

2.) When was the source produced? What else was happening at that time? Can it be connected with a 
significant historical event or era? (Think back to the Historical Background information. Note the date of 
each source. Was this source created before/after/at the same time as any other source? 

3.) Who was the intended audience? Was the source written to be read by a specific person? Is it a public 
announcement, a private letter to a friend, or an official proclamation? 

4.) Why was this source produced? What was the author’s purpose or motivation (based on what limited 
information you have about them)? What effect did the author hope this source would have? What did the 
author want the reader to do after reading the source? 

5.) Is there any apparent tone or “voice” in this source that would influence one’s interpretation? Is it filled 
with any apparent emotion? (e.g., sarcasm, exuberance, anger, disdain, admiration, etc.) Underline any 
unusual vocabulary in the source that serves as a clue to this interpretation. 

 
If these questions seem too overwhelming to remember, here’s a simplified way of earning Context/POV:  

Maximizing Your Score 
 

Answer this question regarding each source: 
 

Why did this person create this source at this time? 
 

 
 

Big Mistake #5: Point of View ≠ “View” or “Opinion” 
Too many students misunderstand what a “Point of View” is, thinking that “Point of View” is the 

same as “View” (or “Opinion”) 
 
If you are not sure if you’ve correctly interpreted a source’s point of view, after you’ve written a 
point of view statement, try substituting the word “opinion” instead of “point of view.” Does this 
sentence still make sense? If yes, then you have NOT done it correctly. 
 

 

                                          Fish Justice 
 

 

Even if you write, “The Point of View of 
the biggest fish is ‘the world is just,’” you 
will NOT earn the POV credit. 
 
Simply calling something “Point of View” 
does not make it a Point of View. 
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 Small Fish Medium Fish Big Fish 

View The small fish thinks the 
world is unjust 

The medium fish thinks 
the world has some 
justice 

The big fish thinks the 
world is just 

Point of View: 
Background 

Characteristic 
…because being the 
smallest fish 

…because being the 
medium size 

…because being the 
largest fish 

Result/ 
Effect 

…caused him to be in 
great danger of being 
eaten. 

…caused him to be in 
less danger of being 
eaten, and also allowed 
him to be able to eat a 
smaller fish. 

…caused him to be in no 
danger of being eaten. 

 
 
 
 
 

Big Mistake #6: Misuse of “Bias” 
Too many students attempt to interpret the value or limitation of historical sources by using the 
term “bias.” While it is entirely legitimate to analyze bias in historical sources, most students do it 
so poorly that it actually hurts their score. (Students think they’ve interpreted more than they really 
have and smugly stop trying to think any deeper. 
 

The term “bias” can be used effectively, but only IF you answer these 4 questions: 
 

1.) The specific topic/issue about which the source/author is biased. (Is the author biased 
toward everything?) 

 
2.) In what direction is the source biased? Remember that bias can be positive and/or negative. 

Is the source/author in favor of a particular issue, or against it? If you just say, “the author is 
biased,” your reader won’t know whether the author is biased for or against something.  
 

3.) How much bias does the source (or source’s author) contain? Someone can be strongly 
biased in favor of their favorite sports team or slightly biased against a political philosophy, 
etc. 
 

4.) Why is the source (or source’s author) biased? (Cannot simply repeat a word in the source’s 
background information. Bias must “connect” a specific characteristic of the context behind 
the source to a specific characteristic in the text of the source). 
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Source 1 
 

Source: President Woodrow Wilson, message to Congress (August 19,1914)  

 
 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #2-6). 
You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Source 2 
 

Source: Hugo Munsterberg, Harvard University professor, letter to Woodrow Wilson (November 19, 1914) 

 
 

 
 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1, or 3-
6). You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________  
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Source 3 
 

Source: Robert Lansing, War Memoirs (1935)  

 
 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1-2 or 4-
6). You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Source 4 
 

Source: Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, letter to the Chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations: (January 20,1915)  

 
 

 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1-3 or 5-
6). You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Source 5 
 

Source: New York Times, notice (May 1, 1915) 

 
 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1-4 or 6). 
You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Source 6 
 

Source: Report from the American Customs Inspector in New York (1915)  

 
 
1.) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 

You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1-5). 
You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

 
I. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

II. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

III. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4.) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Source 7 

 

1) Summarize the overall meaning of this source. (In one sentence, think of it as a “1-sentence book report.” 
You may paraphrase the source, but don’t quote from it. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2) List 3 specific concepts, vocabulary terms, or phrases unique to this source? (Not found in sources #1-5). 
You’ll need to read every other source first before you can come back and answer this question. These 
examples don’t have to be super-complex. They can be just a short phrase, or even a single word. 

a. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3) Look at the shaded section of the box above this document. What possible reasons can you think of that 
would explain WHY this author created this document at this time? (Why didn’t some other author create 
some other document at a different time? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________  

4) Now Combine #1-3 above into ONE sentence that summarizes the document’s overall meaning (Step #1) 
using a specific piece of evidence (Step #2) to explain a reason WHY this author created this document at 
this time (Step #3). 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Source: Arthur Zimmerman, confidential telegram to German Ambassador Johann von Bernstoff (January 
1917)  
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Section V: Pulling It All Together 
Now that you’ve analyzed all the sources individually, it’s time to start the fun part of analyzing the characteristics of each 
source and comparing those characteristics across sources. 
 

Organizing the Evidence 
This Characteristic Appears in these Sources As Shown by this Specific Word/Phrase 
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Now, look at your characteristics list on the previous page. You may not realize it, but you’ve just 
outlined/organized the body paragraphs for your essay! Simply change the tittles on the table’s columns:  

• The characteristics in the left column = Paragraph’s topic sentence. 
• The middle column list of which sources/authors share the characteristics = The sources/authors to discuss in that 

paragraph. 
• The right column citing the specific words = The specific evidence that supports that paragraph’s topic. 

 
So take another look at the table on the previous page, this time with different titles for each column. 

Outline of My Essay 
Topic Sentence Must 
be “a response…” 

Sources to include in 
this paragraph: 

Examples to use as evidence that support your 
interpretation of the source: 
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Section VI: The Thesis 
Okay, so now you’ve spent considerable time reading, sifting, and analyzing these sources, can you still remember WHY 
you did all this work? Oh yeah, it was in order to ANSWER THE QUESTION! 
 

Based on the following sources, analyze the responses to the spread of Buddhism in China. 
 
Your task is to write an essay that answers this question, drawing on all the sources you’ve read and analysis you’ve already 
done. The hardest part is actually coming up with a good thesis statement. Look back on your notes in the “Organizing 
the Evidence” table. 
 

• How do you interpret the evidence reflected in the sources? 
• What do the characteristics that you’ve detected in the sources add up to? 

 

Maximizing Your Score 
Write your thesis after you’ve analyzed all the evidence in the Sources. 

Your thesis should be the first thing the Reader reads, 
but it should be one of the last things the writer thinks. 

 
  
If you choose a thesis in a knee-jerk manner when you first read the question, your thesis will almost certainly fail, as you 
will tend to selectively favor only the evidence that supports your thesis and ignore any contradictory evidence. The DBQ 
is designed to test your ability to interpret all relevant evidence and develop a thesis that reflects that evidence. There is 
no single “right” thesis to any essay question. There is more than enough information in the sources that could be 
interpreted multiple “correct” ways. 
 
To write your thesis before examining all of the evidence is to fail the DBQ before you even start. This is a fundamental 
error. Even professional historians struggle to maintain the objectivity when examining the complexities of all relevant 
evidence. 
 
The whole purpose of the DBQ is to test your ability to do what historians actually do: Develop arguments that are 
supported by evidence. 
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Okay, now pull together everything you’ve done: you reading and understanding of the sources, their content; author’s 
characteristics, etc. Write your thesis statement (1-2 sentences). 
 

My Thesis (Argument) 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

The rest of the Thesis Paragraph (How will you prove your argument?) 
 

Now summarize the main points that you’ll use to support your thesis. (This part of the thesis paragraph should preview 
the topic sentences of your later body paragraphs.) This takes some time and a lot of practice to do well, but if you can 
learn to plan your thesis and outline your essay, it will make the actual writing TONS easier. By the time your reader finishes 
the thesis paragraph, s/he should know WHAT your thesis is, and have an idea of HOW you will use the evidence to prove 
it. 
 
Main Point/Body Paragraph #1 ________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Main Point/Body Paragraph #2 ________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Main Point/Body Paragraph #3 ________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Main Point/Body Paragraph #4, etc.  ___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 



	 24 

Section VII: The Additional Evidence Source 
You’ve answer the question using the sources as evidence to support your thesis. The problem is that there are only a 
handful of sources. They can’t possibly represent EVERY conceivable piece of relevant evidence. Are there any pieces of 
evidence relevant to the question that AREN’T already represented in the sources? 
 
You can add the “Additional Evidence” suggested at virtually any point in your essay. It’s most common to add it at the 
end of the essay, or at the end of the thesis paragraph, but the best essays call for Additional Evidence in every body 
paragraph to supplement the evidence supporting that paragraph’s topic sentence. 
 
“In order to [describe what interpretation/conclusion you’d like to be able to draw] historians would need 
[describe what kind of evidence/information desired.” 
 

Missing Information/ 
Additional Evidence 

 

• HOW would this Evidence help answer the 
question more completely? 

• HOW would an historian use this Evidence? 
• What CONCLUSION could historians make using 

the Evidence that isn’t possible to make now. 
  

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Big Mistake #7: Additional Evidence 
The most common mistake is that students simply forget to even ask for additional evidence. Even when 
they do, students don’t explain how/why such evidence is necessary. The most common unsuccessful 
types are: 
 
“It would help to have evidence from a peasant.” HOW would it help? Same for evidence written by a 
woman, someone from Greenland, etc. 
 
“It would because there isn’t any evidence written by a peasant.” Maybe, but… so what? How/why do 
you think a peasant’s perspective would help historians answer the question? This isn’t a “poll” surveying 
public opinion regarding Buddhism. (To use a ridiculous example: There isn’t any evidence written by 
illiterate left-handed giraffes either, but I doubt anyone is seriously tempted to request evidence 
contributed by an illiterate left-handed giraffe.) 
 
Don’t describe the person the evidence should come from, describe the evidence itself, and what 
historians might do with such evidence
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