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Introduction

For students preparing for the AP World History exam, mastering the Document Based Question (DBQ) is 

essential. The DBQ challenges examinees to weave primary and secondary sources into a coherent, historically 

grounded essay. A well �crafted AP World History document based question essay examplecan serve as a

roadmap, illustrating how to structure arguments, analyze sources, and demonstrate critical thinking. This guide

offers a comprehensive breakdown of the DBQ format, step �by �step instructions for crafting a top �scoring essay, and

practical tips to avoid common pitfalls. By the end, you’ll have a clear strategy to tackle any DBQ prompt with

confidence and precision.

What Is a DBQ?

The AP World History DBQ is a timed writing assignment that appears on the exam every year. Students are given

a set of documents—maps, photographs, speeches, statistical tables, and more—along with a historical context

paragraph. The task is to analyze these sources and use them to answer a specific question that spans a particular

time period and theme. The DBQ assesses:

•  Historical Thinking Skills – contextualization, comparison, synthesis, and source evaluation.

•  Writing Proficiency – clear thesis, organized argument, and evidence support.

•  Historical Knowledge – understanding of world events, trends, and causation.

The Anatomy of a High �Scoring DBQ Essay

While the AP rubric provides specific criteria, the core structure of a successful DBQ essay remains consistent: an

introduction, body paragraphs that incorporate documents, a synthesis paragraph, and a conclusion. Below is a

detailed outline that aligns with the AP scoring guidelines.

1. Introduction (1 paragraph)

Begin with a hook or a brief statement that frames the historical context. Then present a clear thesis that directly

answers the question and outlines the main arguments you will discuss.

2. Body Paragraphs (3–4 paragraphs)

Each paragraph should focus on a distinct point that supports your thesis. Follow the PEELstructure—Point,

Evidence, Explanation, Link—to maintain clarity.

1.  Point: State the argument or claim.

2.  Evidence: Cite specific documents (e.g., Document A, Document B) and provide relevant details.

3.  Explanation: Analyze how the evidence supports your point, linking it to broader historical trends.

4.  Link: Connect the paragraph back to the thesis and preview the next point.

3. Synthesis Paragraph (1 paragraph)

The synthesis section demonstrates your ability to draw connections beyond the documents. Discuss how the

evidence relates to other historical events, causes, or consequences, and consider alternative perspectives.



4. Conclusion (1 paragraph)

Reiterate your thesis in light of the evidence presented. Summarize the main points and reflect on the broader

significance of the historical phenomenon.

Sample DBQ Prompt

To illustrate the process, let’s walk through a typical DBQ prompt that could appear on the exam.

Prompt:“Analyze the extent to which the rise of nationalism in the 19th century contributed to the outbreak of

World War I.”

Students will receive a set of five documents: a political cartoon, a newspaper article, a treaty excerpt, a speech by

a nationalist leader, and a demographic chart. The task is to use these sources to discuss how nationalism

influenced the geopolitical landscape leading up to the war.

Step �by �Step Example: Crafting the Essay

Below is a detailed walkthrough of how to transform the prompt into a polished essay.

Step 1: Analyze the Question

Identify key terms: extent, rise of nationalism, contributed, outbreak of World War I. Understand that the question

asks for causality—how nationalism played a role in the war’s onset.

Step 2: Read and Annotate Documents

For each document, answer:

•  What is the main message?

•  Who produced it and why?

•  What evidence does it provide?

•  How does it relate to the question?

Step 3: Draft a Thesis

Example thesis:

“While nationalism was not the sole cause of World War I, its growing intensity across Europe created a

climate of competition and mistrust that ultimately precipitated the conflict.”

Step 4: Outline Body Paragraphs

Paragraph 1: Nationalism’s role in mobilizing public opinion.

Paragraph 2: Nationalist rhetoric in diplomatic relations.

Paragraph 3: Economic nationalism fueling arms races.

Paragraph 4: Nationalist movements undermining multi �ethnic empires.

Step 5: Write the Introduction

Include a hook about the 19th �century surge in national identity, then state the thesis.

Step 6: Compose Body Paragraphs

Use the PEEL method. For example:



Point: Nationalism galvanized mass support for militarization.

Evidence: Document 3 shows the German Reichstag’s debate on expanding the navy.

Explanation:The passage reveals how national pride justified increased military spending, heightening tensions

with Britain.

Link: This militaristic fervor set the stage for the alliance system that would later trigger war.

Step 7: Synthesis Paragraph

Draw a parallel with the earlier 18th �century Enlightenment ideals, noting how the same emphasis on national

sovereignty eventually led to conflict. Mention alternative views, such as the role of imperialism, to show depth.

Step 8: Conclude

Restate the thesis, summarize key points, and reflect on the enduring lesson that unchecked nationalism can

destabilize international relations.

Tips for Writing a Winning DBQ Essay

•  Time Management: Allocate 15 minutes for reading, 10 minutes for planning, 30 minutes for writing, and 5 

minutes for proofreading.

•  Source Integration: Avoid quoting entire documents. Instead, paraphrase and analyze.

•  Balanced Argument: Acknowledge counterarguments and explain why your thesis still holds.

•  Historical Context: Use the context paragraph to set the stage before diving into source analysis.

•  Language Precision: Use terms like “cumulative effect,” “contributory factor,” and “interplay” to convey nuance.

•  Proofreading: Check for grammar, spelling, and adherence to the 30 �minute time limit.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

1.  Over �reliance on a Single Document: Diversify evidence to demonstrate breadth.

2.  Missing the Thesis: Ensure every paragraph ties back to the central claim.

3.  Weak Synthesis: The synthesis paragraph is often overlooked; it’s a critical component.

4.  Inaccurate Contextualization: Misrepresenting the historical backdrop can weaken credibility.

5.  Fumbling the Rubric: Familiarize yourself with the AP scoring rubric and practice aligning your essay 

accordingly.

Practice Resources

To refine your DBQ skills, consider the following tools:

•  College Board Sample DBQs: Review official practice exams and rubrics.

•  AP World History Study Guides: Many publishers offer DBQ sections with sample essays.

•  Online Writing Labs: Use resources like the Purdue OWL for academic writing guidelines.

•  Peer Review Groups: Exchange essays with classmates to gain feedback.

•  Time �Practice Sessions: Simulate exam conditions to improve pacing.

Conclusion

A strong AP World History document based question essay exampledemonstrates mastery of historical

analysis and writing. By understanding the DBQ structure, practicing source integration, and honing synthesis

skills, students can transform a complex prompt into a compelling argument that earns top scores. Consistent



practice, meticulous time management, and a clear grasp of historical context will prepare you to tackle any DBQ

with confidence. Good luck, and may your essays illuminate the past while showcasing your analytical prowess!
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