DBQ Lesson 1 (Part 2) DBQ WRITING SKILLS GUIDE
A Complete Guide to Writing a Document-Based Question (DBQ) Essay

This guide walks you through everything the College Board expects in a DBQ essay and teaches you how to apply the skills, step-by-step.

1. Understanding What a DBQ Is
A DBQ (Document-Based Question):
· gives you 7 documents
· asks you to analyze them
· requires you to use the documents to support an argument
· is worth 7 points on the AP exam

You must write a full essay that includes:
· Thesis
· Context
· Use of documents
· Sourcing of documents (HIPP)
· Outside evidence
· Complexity

The DBQ is the most structured essay on the exam — it has rules you must learn and practice.

2. The 7-Point DBQ Rubric (What AP Readers Are Looking For)
A. Thesis (1 point)
Your thesis must:
· Answer the question
· Make a claim
· Provide a line of reasoning

It must be 1–2 sentences and appear at the end of your intro.

B. Contextualization (1 point)
Write 3–5 sentences explaining broader events/trends happening before or around the topic. This provides “big-picture” understanding.

C. Evidence (3 points total)
1 point — Use 3 documents to describe how they relate to the topic
1 point — Use 6 documents to support your argument
1 point — Provide outside evidence (not in the docs)

Outside evidence must be:
· A specific historical fact
· From the same time period
· Clearly connected to your argument




D. Analysis & Reasoning (2 points)
1 point — Sourcing: Explain HIPP (POV, Purpose, Historical Situation, Audience) for 3 documents, connecting it to your argument.
1 point — Complexity: Show nuance, multiple perspectives, or deeper connections.

3. Step-by-Step: How to Write a DBQ During the Exam
The AP Exam gives you:
· 15 minutes reading/planning
· 45 minutes writing
Here is how to use your time:

STEP 1 — Read the Prompt Carefully (1–2 minutes)
Underline:
· Time period
· Key verbs (evaluate, compare, analyze)
· Required categories (trade, communication, cultural exchange)

STEP 2 — Skim All 7 Documents (5 minutes)
Focus on:
· Main idea
· Who wrote it
· When it was written
· Perspective

Ask yourself:
· “Does this document support or complicate the argument?”
· “How can I group this with other documents?”

STEP 3 — Annotate Each Document (5–7 minutes)
For each document, jot down:

A) Main Point
What does it say about the prompt?
B) Which group it fits into
Examples: trade / communication / culture; positive / negative; East / West.
C) HIPP possibility
Is there a clear POV? Purpose? Historical situation? Audience?
D) Evidence you can use
Think: How will I use this to prove my argument?

STEP 4 — Plan Your Groups (2–3 minutes)
You need 2–3 groups for body paragraphs.
Choose whichever structure best fits your argument:
By Theme
· Trade
· Communication
· Culture



By Perspective
· Supportive of Mongol transformation
· Mixed views
· Critical perspectives

By Geography
· East Asia
· Central Asia / Persia
· Europe / Islamic World

You decide what supports your argument best.

STEP 5 — Write Your Thesis (1 point)
Your thesis must:
· Answer the prompt with a claim
· Include degree (“to a great extent,” “to a limited extent,” “to some extent,” etc.)
· Mention the categories of your argument
· Provide a road map for your body paragraphs

Your thesis should be 1–2 sentences at the end of your intro.

STEP 6 — Write Contextualization (1 point)
Write 3–5 sentences about:
· What Afro-Eurasian trade looked like before the Mongols
· Political fragmentation
· Dangers of travel
· Importance of Silk Road and Indian Ocean systems

Context must clearly connect the broader history to your argument.

STEP 7 — Body Paragraphs
Each body paragraph should include:

A. Topic Sentence
State the main idea of the paragraph (linked to your thesis).

B. Evidence (Documents)
Use 2–3 documents per paragraph.
For each document you use:
· Refer to it directly (“Doc. 2 describes…” or “Rubruck explains…”).
· Explain how it supports your claim.

C. Sourcing (HIPP)
At least three times across the essay, analyze:
· Point of View (POV)
· Purpose
· Historical Situation
· Audience

You MUST connect sourcing to your argument, not just identify it.
Example (structure, not content):
“This matters because…”
“This supports the argument by showing…”
“This perspective helps explain…”

D. Outside Evidence
Include one additional historical fact not in the documents.
It must:
· Be specific
· Fit the same time period
· Help prove your argument
Examples you might use:
· The yam system
· Paizi tablets (passports)
· Ilkhanate translation academies
· Spread of plague
· Use of paper money in Yuan China

STEP 8 — Complexity (1 point)
Complexity is easier than students think.
You can earn it by doing ONE of the following:
A) Show both continuity and change
(E.g., “Some Silk Road practices stayed the same, but Mongol policies increased scale and safety.”)
B) Use multiple perspectives
(European, Islamic, Chinese viewpoints.)
C) Show an unintended consequence
(E.g., the spread of plague as a result of increased connectivity.)
D) Compare Mongol-era Silk Roads to earlier eras
(E.g., Tang dynasty trade vs. Mongol trade.)
E) Explain multiple causes or effects
Not just one.

Your conclusion is a good place to show complexity.

4. Common DBQ Mistakes to Avoid
· Don’t summarize documents
AP wants analysis, not restatement.
· Don’t write a thesis that ignores the categories in the prompt
You must engage trade, communication, and cultural exchange.
· Don’t use HIPP without tying it to the argument
You must explain why POV/purpose/situation/audience matters.
· Don’t forget outside evidence
It’s one of the easiest points.
· Don’t group documents by document number
Group by argument.



5. DBQ Writing Checklist
⭐ Required to Earn All 7 Points:
· Thesis (1–2 sentences, directly answers prompt)
· Contextualization (3–5 sentences, broader era)
· Use 6 documents
· Support argument using documents
· Sourcing for 3 documents
· Outside evidence
· Complexity

6. How to Practice DBQs Effectively
Practice 1: Grouping
Take any 7 sources and sort them into 2–3 groups.

Practice 2: HIPP
Choose one document and explain:
· Who wrote it
· Why they wrote it
· What was happening around them
· Who they wrote it for

Practice 3: Thesis Practice
Write 3 different thesis statements for one prompt.

Practice 4: Context Paragraphs
Write 4–5 sentences of background for different prompts.

Practice 5: Timed Writing
Set a timer for 45 minutes and write under exam conditions.
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