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Successful Document-Based Essays

I. Approach the document based question (DBQ) as if it were a free-response question.  Many students make their first mistake when they believe they are simply to respond to the documents. 

II. Brainstorm a list of relevant outside information as if you were responding to a free-response question.  In terms of increasing scores on DBQs, no single element is as important as generating outside information!

III. Construct your thesis before you look at the documents and examine the documents with this in mind.  You may want to revise your thesis statement once you have examined the documents.

IV. Read the question carefully and base your outline on a complete answering of the question.  

V. Write legibly!  Readers often subconsciously dismiss essays that they must struggle to read.

VI. You should refer to at least 2/3 of the documents, but do not feel you must address them all.

VII. Avoid directly quoting documents.  You should be analyzing the main idea of the documents and relating them to outside information, not paraphrasing or quoting.  

VIII. Do not use “document A says”, “document B says” format. 

IX. Never write in first person!

X. Follow normal essay writing procedure.  Paragraphs should be centered on a category or theme, not a document.  As that main category is examined, the main idea of the documents should be used to support the topic sentence of the paragraph.  

