
Document-Based Question 
 
The DBQ is an essay that uses the documents as evidence to support the argument, 
along with other evidence. The DBQ must also include an analysis of the value 
and limitations of the documents with respect to answering the question. 
 
Contextualizing   
It is not necessary to mention the documents in the introduction (although it is possible). 
The first time you use a document, contextualize it by giving the type of document, the year, 
and the main idea. "Document 1 is an excerpt from President Johnson’s graduation speech 
at Howard University (an historically black university) in June 1965. 
Explain the context briefly. “The speech was made in the same year as the passage of the 
Voting Rights Act at the height of the Civil Rights movement and demonstrates Johnson’s 
support for equal opportunity in order to achieve genuine racial equality and freedom.” 
Address in your essay how the documents connect both to their context and the period in 
which they were produced.  

Supporting   
Use them throughout your essay to support your points as much as you can! However, there 
is no need to quote extensively from them. You do not have to use the documents in every 
paragraph. Careful! Don't use the very French "we can see". You as a viewer are less 
important than what the document shows.  

As we can see in Document One, ... → As shown in Document One...   
We can observe in Document Two that... → Document Two depicts ...   

Analyzing   
When you use the documents for support, link your observations to outside 
knowledge, and analyze their value and limitations.  
The value is what can be observed in the document that adds to understanding. For 
example, the above text from Johnson would be valuable for suggesting the distinction 
between laws that proclaim rights, and the challenge of enforcing these laws and 
providing a means of achieving equality. In other words, it acknowledges the persistence 
of racial discrimination and inequality.  Always link what you see in the document to your 
evidence. Use the document to prove your argument.  
The limitations are what is absent from the source, but those absences can be very telling 
and help you to advance your argument and analyze a situation. For example, the various 
methods and sometimes diverging goals of the civil rights movement and the increasing 
frustration – increasingly violent - about the slow pace of social change and white resistance 
to that change is not revealed here. Link your limitations to outside knowledge and evidence 
as well. Use them as a springboard to other points that connect to your thesis. Compare and 
contrast the documents in a way which is relevant to your argument. Is there a theme evident 
in both docs? Do the documents show conflicting points of view? Are they complementary? 
Bring it up! What does it show or help to understand about the period?  
If you aren't 100% sure about your assertion and don't want to seem overconfident, then use  
“could be” or “may be”.  
  
 

 


