How to Write the DBQ Essay in AP U.S. History

I. Preparation: Pre-Write

A. Bring a blue or black pen

B. Read the instructions on the front of the green booklet

C. VERY CAREFULLY read the directions pertaining to the question

D. FOLLOW THE DIRECTIONS EXACTLY

E. Read the Question Carefully

1. Think about the question

2. Was is the question asking you to do? DECIDE!
3. Pay attention to the timeframe of the questions

F. Before you read the documents

1. make a list of historical facts and information that will help you answer the question well 
2. This will be your "outside information"
G. Quickly read through the documents

1. Remember: You want to glean historical facts and information from the documents. This is NOT an essay ON documents.  This is an essay USING facts and information FROM the documents.

2. Underline points you want to remember

3. Think how you may use each document

4. Make notes beside the documents

5. Note the level of sophistication of the document.  It is something someone thinks or is it cold hard facts

H. Read through the documents more slowly and add to your notes

I. Add to your list of "outside information" the "facts and information you have taken from the documents"

J. Do not just paraphrase the documents, analyze the - using S.O.A.P.S.T., "facts" and "inferences," or other methods to analyze documents

K. Organize your facts and information into categories; develop Topic sentences and prepare to write your essay

II. Now Write your essay

A. First Paragraph

1. Start with a broad general statement on the topic of the questions.  For example, this may be the historical setting, the time period in which the question takes place.  What is going on in America at the historical time of the questions? Do not take more than 2 or 3 minutes at most.

2. At the end of your broad general statement, write the thesis-YOU MUST HAVE A THESIS.  It is the thing you want to prove in your paper -- the concept, the idea, what you believe and want the reader to believe.  The only way you can convince your reader to believe as you do is to present him/her with factual historical (or textual) information that supports, backs up, and proves your thesis.

3. Next add an organizational statement.  It includes topics, points, and areas of information you are going to use to present your categories.  

B. In the second paragraph, using the first item in your organizational statement, write the topic sentence and begin to prove your thesis.

C. As you write, go back and read the question and thesis often to make sure you are answering the question asked and defending your thesis.

D. In the conclusion, quickly (in one or two sentences each) summarize what you have said in your paragraphs and tie the conclusion to your thesis.

E. You may use as many paragraphs as you need to write the essay.

III. Things to remember

A. Include information from the documents AND information NOT in the documents/

B. DO NOT quote the documents unless you have to

C. When you use information from the documents, include the letter of the document in parenthesize, at the end of the sentence to show which document you have used.

1. For example (Doc. C), (Doc G) or just (D), (F)
D. You don  have to use all of the documents but do not leave too many out

E. Answer the question asked

F. Avoid Common weaknesses

1. Too much direct quotation

2. Using only outside information

3. Using on information from the documents

4. "Garden of Eden" approach - going too far back into the past

5. "Nostradamus" approach - going too far into the future

G. Relax - you will have had enough practice to be prepared

Essay Writing Tips
1. Always think of your reader

2. Use Blue or Black ink only

3. Do not use contractions

4. Write in the third person

5. Write in past tense

6. You may mark out mistakes a parenthesize and line will do like this (this is a mistake)

7. Do not try to be cute

8. Use standard English

9. Facts are Names, Dates, People, Events, Places, Things
Terms Often Used in AP Essay Questions

1. Assess (to estimate, to appraise the value of) the validity of . . . 

2. Analyze (separate into parts or principles and examine each part) the . . .

3. Compare (how much alike) and / or . . .

4. Contrast (how much different) the  . . .

5. Criticize (make judgments as to the merits or faults of) the . . .

6. Degree (one step or stage in a progression) to which . . .

7. Define (say what something is; give it meaning) the  . . .

8. Discuss (talk about; write about; consider or examine) the . . .

9. Describe (what does it look like, create a mental picture) the  . . .

10. Extent (the range over which something goes; how far) to what extent . . .

11. Evaluate (ascertain or fix the worth) of . . .

12. Explain (to make plain, comprehensible, make clear by detail) the . . .

13. Illustrate (explain or make clear by using examples) the . . .

14. Justify (use evidence to prove something is right or just) the . . .

15. Prove (establish the truth of something by providing factual evidence) the . . .

16. Reasons (the motives for actions or inaction) for . . .

17. Relative (having pertinence; connected to) importance of . . .

18. Valid or validity (how sound, how well-grounded, how good is the stated premise) . . .
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