
Writing a Document Based Question Essay:
The Basics

Everything you need to know about beginning a DBQ can be found on the first page of the 
packet. You can figure out your historical context, the thesis, and the subject of each body 
paragraph with what the DBQ packet gives you.

Historical Context:  As you know, every good history essay starts with a historical context.  
New York State lays out your context.  In order for you to do well on the DBQ, you must take 
the historical context and put it into your own words. You should add information that sets the 
stage, telling your reader more about the time period and adding information that the state 
does not give you. Make sure you do NOT give details that will be focused on in your essay.

This is where 
you are told 
what your essay 
is about. As you 
know, the 
statement that 
tells the reader 
what the essay 
is about is 
known as the 
thesis.

Each bullet tells what the essay is about.  If you combine all the bullets, you will have 
your thesis. For example: Reformers in the United States had several goals and 
used various methods to bring about change in society. There’s your thesis!  It is 
basic and you do not have to choose to use the same statement. However, it clearly 
tells the reader what the essay is about and covers every aspect of the TASK.

The task can also show you how to organize your body paragraphs. When there are 
bullets (there will not always be bullets) you can make each bullet the topic of a 
separate body paragraph. Each body paragraph must have a topic sentence that 
relates to the bullet. For example, your first body paragraph might start with one of 
these sentences:
•One of the goals of reformers was to alleviate poverty in cities.     OR
•Two goals that reformers had were to stop government corruption and monopolies and 
alleviate urban poverty.


