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The  Document-Based
Question,  or  DBQ,  is
widely regarded as one
of the most challenging
components of  the AP
United  States  History
exam.  Every  year,
thousands  of  students
sit  down  to  analyze
historical  documents
and  craft  a  coherent,

evidence-driven  essay
under  s t r i c t  t ime
constraints.  Yet,  what
separates  a  h igh-
scoring  DBQ  from  an
average  one  often
comes down to a deep
understanding  of  the
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines .  These
guidel ines  are  not
merely  a  rubric  for
graders;  they  are  a
blueprint  for  how  you
should  structure  your
thinking, organize your
essay,  and  deploy
historical  evidence. By
understanding  exactly
what the College Board
rewards and penalizes,
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you can approach the
DBQ  with  confidence
and clarity. This article
breaks  down  every
element of the scoring
guidelines,  offering
practical  strategies,
common  pitfalls,  and
insider tips to help you
maximize your score.

What Is
the
APUSH
DBQ and
Why
Does It
Matter?
The DBQ is one of two
free-response  essays
on  the  APUSH  exam,
a c c o u n t i n g  f o r  a
substantial  portion  of

your  overall  score.  It
presents  you  with
s e v e n  h i s t o r i c a l
documents  and  asks
you to argue a thesis in
response  to  a  specific
prompt.  The  College
Board  designed  this
question to assess not
just your factual recall
but your ability to think
l ike  a  historian:  to
ana lyze  sou rces ,
contextualize  events,
and build an argument
from  evidence.  The
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  are  the
official  criteria  used  by
trained  readers  to
evaluate  your  essay.
T h e y  a r e  p u b l i c ,
d e t a i l e d ,  a n d
remarkably  consistent
from  year  to  year.
Once you learn to see
the exam through the
l e n s  o f  t h e s e
guidelines,  the  DBQ
becomes  f a r  l e s s
mysterious.
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A
Complete
Breakdow
n of the
7-Point
Scoring
Rubric
As of the most current
exam format, the DBQ
is scored on a 7-point
scale. Each point is tied
to  a  specific  skill,  and
the  guidel ines  are
designed  to  reward
depth  over  breadth.
Let  us  walk  through
each  o f  the  seven
points in the order they
appear  on  the  official
rubric.

POINT 1: THESIS
AND ARGUMENT
DEVELOPMENT

This  point  is  awarded
for a clear, historically
defensible  thesis  that
directly  addresses  the
prompt.  Your  thesis
must be located in the
i n t r o d u c t i o n  o r
conclusion  of  your
essay.  Importantly,  it
cannot  simply  restate
the  prompt;  it  must
take  a  position  and
establ ish  a  l ine  of
r e a s o n i n g .  T h e
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  emphasize
that  the thesis  should
be complex enough to
guide the entire essay.
A  strong  thesis  might
argue  that  a  specific
factor  was  the  most
significant  cause  of  an
event ,  o r  i t  might
suggest  that  multiple
factors interacted in a
particular  way.  Avoid
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vague  statements  like
"there  were  many
causes ."  Instead,
commit  to  a  specific
a r g u m e n t .  F o r
e x a m p l e :  " W h i l e
economic  tensions
p layed  a  ro le ,  the
primary  driver  of  the
American  Revolution
was  the  colonists '
growing  belief  that
British policies violated
their  rights  as  English
subjects."

POINT 2:
CONTEXTUALIZATIO
N

C o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n
requires you to situate
the historical  event or
development  in  its
broader  context.  This
means discussing what
was happening before,
during,  or  around  the
t ime  per iod  of  the
prompt.  The  College
Board  APUSH  DBQ
scoring  guidelines

s p e c i f y  t h a t
c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n
should be more than a
single sentence tacked
onto  the  introduction.
Y o u  n e e d  t o
demonst ra te  how
broader events, trends,
or  ideas  inform  the
specific  topic  of  the
prompt.  If  the  prompt
deals  with  the  1920s,
for example, you might
discuss  the  aftermath
of World War I, the Red
Scare,  or  the  rise  of
consumer  culture.
Contextualization often
a p p e a r s  i n  t h e
i n t r o d u c t o r y
paragraph,  but  it  can
also be woven into the
body of your essay.

POINT 3: USING THE
DOCUMENTS TO
SUPPORT AN
ARGUMENT

To earn this point, you
must  use  the  content
of at least three of the
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seven  documents  to
support  your  thesis.
The  College  Board
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  make  it
clear that simply citing
a  document  i s  not
enough.  You  must
e x p l a i n  h o w  t h e
document's  content
s u p p o r t s  y o u r
argument.  For  each
document you use, you
should  do  more  than
quote  or  paraphrase.
You should analyze the
document's  point  of
v iew,  purpose ,  o r
historical  context.  A
strong  approach  is  to
group  documents
thematically,  using
multiple documents to
support  a  single  sub-
a r g u m e n t .  A v o i d
c h e r r y - p i c k i n g
documents  that  are
easy  to  summarize
while  ignoring  those
that  challenge  your
thesis. The best essays
engage  with  the  full

range  of  documents,
including  those  that
c o m p l i c a t e  t h e
argument.

POINT 4: EVIDENCE
BEYOND THE
DOCUMENTS

This point rewards you
for  bringing  in  your
own  outside  historical
k n o w l e d g e .  T h e
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  require  at
least  one  p iece  of
specific  historical
evidence  that  is  not
found  in  any  of  the
provided  documents.
This could be a event,
person, policy, or idea
that is relevant to your
a r g u m e n t .  F o r
instance, if the prompt
deals  with  the  Civil
Rights  Movement  and
the  documents  focus
on  the  1960s,  you
might  br ing  in  the
Brown  v .  Board  o f
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Education  decision
from  1954  as  outside
evidence. The key is to
ensure that the outside
evidence  is  directly
tied to your argument
and not just a random
fact. Using two or three
p ieces  o f  ou ts ide
e v i d e n c e  i s  e v e n
better,  but  the  rubric
only  requires  one.
However,  be  careful:
your  outside  evidence
must  be  accurate.  A
small  factual  error
could  undermine  your
credibility.

POINT 5:
DOCUMENT
SOURCING:
ANALYZING POINT
OF VIEW, PURPOSE,
OR AUDIENCE

This is one of the most
nuanced points on the
rubric. To earn it,  you
must explain the point
o f  v iew,  purpose ,
historical  situation,  or

audience  of  at  least
one  document.  The
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines stress that
this  analysis  must  go
b e y o n d  m e r e
d e s c r i p t i o n .  I f  a
document  was  written
by a factory owner in
the 1890s, you should
not  simply  say  "the
author  was  a  factory
owner."  You  should
e x p l a i n  h o w  t h a t
perspective shapes the
c o n t e n t  o f  t h e
document.  A  factory
o w n e r  m i g h t
e m p h a s i z e  t h e
economic  benefits  of
industrialization  while
downplaying  labor
conditions.  Similarly,
you  could  discuss  the
purpose  of  a  political
cartoon,  the  intended
a u d i e n c e  o f  a
presidential speech, or
the  historical  situation
that  influenced  a  diary
en t r y .  Th i s  po i n t



College Board Apush Dbq Scoring Guidelines 7

7

rewards  sophisticated
historical  thinking.

POINT 6:
DEMONSTRATING
COMPLEX
UNDERSTANDING

This point is often the
hardest to earn, but it
i s  a l s o  t h e  m o s t
r e w a r d i n g .  T h e
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  define
c o m p l e x i t y  a s
d e m o n s t r a t i n g  a
n u a n c e d
understanding  of  the
historical  issue.  You
can  achieve  this  in
s e v e r a l  w a y s :  b y
explaining  connections
between  different
historical  themes,  by
analyzing  cause  and
effect  in  a
sophisticated  manner,
by considering multiple
perspectives,  or  by
discussing  continuity
and change over time.

A common strategy is
to  acknowledge  a
counterargument  or  a
limitation of  your  own
thesis. For example, if
you argue that the New
D e a l  w a s  a
revolutionary  break
from  the  past,  you
might also note that it
p r e s e r v e d  m a n y
e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e
capital ist  system.
Complexity  shows  the
r e a d e r  t h a t  y o u
understand history as a
w e b  o f
interconnections, not a
simple narrative.

POINT 7:
SYNTHESIZING THE
ARGUMENT

Note:  In  the  current
rubric  format  (2018
a n d  l a t e r ) ,  t h e
synthesis  point  was
f o l d e d  i n t o  t h e
complexi ty  po int .
However,  some  older
resources still  refer  to
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i t  separate ly .  The
current College Board
APUSH DBQ scoring
g u i d e l i n e s
incorporate  synthesis
a s  p a r t  o f  t h e
complexity  point.  The
idea is that your essay
should  bring  together
mu l t ip le  types  o f
evidence, perspectives,
and themes to create a
cohesive  argument.
You  should  not  treat
your essay as a list of
s e p a r a t e  p o i n t s .
Instead, your argument
should  build  logically
from one paragraph to
the  next,  with  clear
connections  between
your  thes i s ,  your
document  analysis,
and  you r  ou t s i de
evidence.

How the

Scoring
Guideline
s Are
Applied
by
Readers
Understanding  the
rubric  is  only  half  the
b a t t l e .  I t  i s  a l s o
i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand  how  the
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines are applied
in  practice.  Each DBQ
essay  is  read  by  a
trained  reader  who
uses a detailed scoring
guide.  Readers  are
instructed  to  award
points based on what is
present  in  the  essay,
not to deduct points for
what  is  missing.  This
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means that you do not
lose  po ints  fo r  an
incorrect fact, but you
also do not earn points
f o r  a  v a g u e  o r
unsupported claim. The
scor ing  process  is
holistic in that readers
look  for  evidence  of
each skill, but it is also
analytic  in  that  each
p o i n t  i s  a w a r d e d
independently.  This
has  an  impor tan t
implication:  you  can
earn a high score even
if your essay has minor
weaknesses, as long as
y o u  c l e a r l y
demonstrate  the  skills
outlined in the rubric.

Common
Mistakes
That Hurt

Your
Score
Even  strong  students
sometimes lose points
because  of  avoidable
errors. One of the most
common  mistakes  is
failing  to  answer  the
entire  prompt.  Some
prompts  ask  you  to
evaluate  both  cause
and  effect,  or  to
compare  two  t ime
periods.  If  you  only
address  half  of  the
p r o m p t ,  y o u  w i l l
struggle  to  earn  the
thesis  point  and  the
complexi ty  po int .
Another common error
is  using  documents
without  analyz ing
them.  Simply  writing
"Document  1  says..."
f o l l o w e d  b y  a
paraphrase  does  not
earn the analysis point.
You must explain how
t h e  d o c u m e n t
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functions  as  evidence
for  your  argument.  A
t h i r d  m i s t a k e  i s
neglecting  outside
e v i d e n c e .  M a n y
s tudents  re ly  too
h e a v i l y  o n  t h e
documents  and  forget
to  bring  in  their  own
k n o w l e d g e .  T h e
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  clearly
r e w a r d  o u t s i d e
evidence, so leaving it
o u t  i s  a  m i s s e d
opportunity.  Finally,
poor  organization  can
u n d e r m i n e  a n
o therw i se  s t rong
essay.  Your  thesis
should  guide  your
paragraph  structure,
and  each  paragraph
should  have  a  clear
topic  sentence  that
relates  back  to  your
main argument.

Strategie
s to
Maximize
Your
Score
Using the
Rubric
N o w  t h a t  y o u
understand the scoring
guidelines, you can use
them  to  guide  your
writing  process.  Start
by reading the prompt
c a r e f u l l y  a n d
underlining key terms.
Then, quickly skim the
documents  to  identify
their  main  ideas  and
potential groupings. As
you  read,  note  any
outside  evidence  that
comes to mind. Spend
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about 10 to 15 minutes
planning  your  essay
be fo re  you  beg in
writing.  During  this
p l a n n i n g  p h a s e ,
formulate a thesis that
addresses  the  prompt
and outlines  your  line
of  reasoning.  Decide
which  documents  you
wil l  use  to  support
each  sub-argument,
and  identify  at  least
one  document  fo r
sourcing  analysis.
Make sure you have at
least  one  p iece  of
outs ide  ev idence
ready.  As  you  write,
keep  the  Col lege
Board  APUSH  DBQ
scoring guidelines in
m i n d .  A f t e r  e a c h
p a r a g r a p h ,  a s k
yourself: Did I just earn
a  point?  I f  you  are
unsure,  check  your
thesis,  your  context
p a r a g r a p h ,  y o u r
document  usage,  and
your sourcing analysis.
A simple checklist can

help you stay on track:

Did I state a
clear, defensible
thesis?
Did I provide
relevant
contextualization
?
Did I use at least
three documents
to support my
argument?
Did I include at
least one piece
of outside
evidence?
Did I analyze the
sourcing of at
least one
document?
Did I
demonstrate
complexity or
nuance in my
argument?

If you can answer yes
t o  e a c h  o f  t h e s e
questions,  you have a
s t r o n g  c h a n c e  o f
earn ing  a l l  seven
points.



12

12 College Board Apush Dbq Scoring
Guidelines

2024-11-27

Understa
nding the
Evolution
of the
Rubric
The  College  Board
APUSH DBQ scoring
guide l ines  have
changed  over  the
years. Before 2018, the
rubr i c  i nc luded  a
separate  synthesis
point  and  a  slightly
different  weighting  for
document  analysis.
The  current  rubric  is
more streamlined, with
seven  po ints  that
e m p h a s i z e
a r g u m e n t a t i o n ,
e v i d e n c e ,  a n d
historical thinking. It is
important  to  use  the
most  current  rubric
when you practice. The

College Board releases
u p d a t e d  s c o r i n g
guidelines  each  year,
along  with  sample
e s s a y s  a n d
commentary.  Studying
these sample essays is
one of the best ways to
internalize what a high-
scoring DBQ looks like.
Pay  attention  to  how
the  sample  essays
earn  each  point,  and
compare  your  own
practice essays to the
samples.

Using the
Scoring
Guideline
s as a
Study
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Tool
The  College  Board
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines  are  not
just for exam day. You
c a n  u s e  t h e m
throughout the year to
improve your historical
writing skills. When you
practice  writing  DBQs,
score your own essays
using the rubric. Grade
yourself  honestly,  and
identify  which  points
you  consistently  miss.
T h e n ,  f o c u s  y o u r
pract ice  on  those
specific  skills.  If  you
struggle with sourcing,
practice  writing  short
p a r a g r a p h s  t h a t
analyze  the  point  of
v iew,  purpose ,  o r
a u d i e n c e  o f  a
document .  I f  you
s t r u g g l e  w i t h
complexity,  practice
writing  essays  that
i n c l u d e
counterarguments  or

evaluate  mult ip le
causes. The rubric is a
diagnost ic  tool  as
much as a grading tool.
By using it  to identify
your  weaknesses,  you
c a n  t u r n  y o u r
preparat ion  into  a
targeted,  efficient
process.

Final
Thoughts
on
Approach
ing the
DBQ
The  DBQ  can  f ee l
overwhelming, but it is
also  one  of  the  most
rewarding parts of the
APUSH  exam.  It  asks
you  to  th ink  l ike  a
historian,  to  weigh
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evidence, and to make
a  p e r s u a s i v e
a r g u m e n t .  T h e

C o l l e g e  B o a r d
APUSH DBQ scoring
guidelines provide


