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• Using 
Documents 
in the DBQ 

•  Thanks to Keith Wood, Honors English 
and AP U.S. History Teacher, Murray 
High School, Murray Utah.  Edited 
slightly for VCHS use. 

•  You must understand the prompt and come 
up with an “answer” that will be your thesis. 

•  You must come up with a list of PEPS 
(People, Events, Places, Significance) for 
the time period. 

•  You must use half plus one of the 
documents that are provided, or all if it is 
not stated. 

•  You must write a clearly organized and 
well-written essay. 
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•  All of the documents will be relevant to the 
topic. 

•  Plan on using all of the documents 
provided. 

•  Sometimes the date or the author in the 
source notation may be significant. 

•  The documents are generally presented 
chronologically. 

•  Pay special attention to cartoons, charts, & 
graphs. 

•  Read the prompt thoroughly several times.  
Make sure you fully understand the whole 
prompt. Underline key words and tasks. 

•  Identify the time period you are dealing 
with. 

•  Brainstorm 
– write down all of the relevant information 

(PEPS) you can think of BEFORE reading the 
documents. 

•  Sketch an outline of how your essay will be 
structured. . . 
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•  You have quickly done some very 
important preparation for the essay. 
– You have carefully read the prompt several 

times. 
– You have “answered” the prompt, decided 

your thesis direction. 
– You have quickly jotted down some PEPS that 

you can use to support your thinking. 
– Organized this information. 

•  Now you are ready to deal with the 
documents. 



12/29/13 

4 

•  Quickly read all of the documents. 
•  As you go, indicate where on your 

essay “outline” they will go. 
•  Remember to consider the dates in the 

source material. 
•  Underline any unusual phrases. 
•  Jot down any quick summary thoughts 

about the documents as you read. 

•  Look carefully at 
political cartoons. 

•  Pay attention to any 
small print. 

•  Jot down a quick 
summary of what 
the cartoon is trying 
to tell you. 
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•  Graphs and charts 
are important, look 
at them carefully. 

•  Note the dates. 
•  Notice that they 

frequently show 
change over time. 

•  Jot down a quick 
summary of what 
they indicate. 

•  Notice dates, especially on pictures. 
•  The picture on the left is dated 1915; the picture 

on the right is dated 1919. 
•  What had changed for working women in those 

years?  Why? 
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•  Look very carefully at 
data presented in 
charts. 

•  Look for  
–  trends,  
–  for changes over time, 
–  for sudden changes. 

•  Summarize what the 
chart tells you in a 
quick sentence.  

•  Go back and add the documents to your 
essay outline. 

•  Remember, you must use outside 
information AND the documents to 
respond to the essay prompt. 

•  Make sure that you have both—outside 
information and documents—to support 
each point of your essay. 
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•  You have now spent about 15 minutes  
– Reading the prompt, 
– Brainstorming and listing relevant information, 
– Planning a basic structure for your response, 
– Putting your information onto the essay 

structure, 
– Reading the documents, 
– Adding the documents to your essay outline. 

•  Refer to the document, NEVER quote 
them at length—no more than a quick 
phrase or three or four words! 

•  Don’t explain the document.  Simply refer 
to it to support your thesis.  

•  Refer to the author of the document:  “In 
Lincoln’s letter” or “Horace Mann makes 
the point” or “in the Nast cartoon.” 

•  Cite every document by using its letter, 
e.g.  (A).  You don’t need to say (doc. A). 
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•  This document was intended to bring to 
mind the following: 
– The 1754 meeting of the London Board of 

Trade, 
– Benjamin Franklin, printer from Philadelphia 

and colonial agent, 
– Franklin’s Albany Plan of Union, 
– The Albany Plan of Union’s provisions for a 

colonial legislature, 
– The ultimate failure of the colonies to accept 

the Albany Plan of Union in 1754.  
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•  Understand the prompt—the time period and any 
terms that need defining. 

•  Produce a brainstormed list of relevant and 
useful fact FIRST, before reading the documents. 

•  Organize how you will use both the outside 
information and the documents. 

•  Use all of the documents without quoting them 
and citing them as you go. 

•  Write a clear and well-organized essay that 
demonstrates an understanding of the prompt. 


