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Document analysis skills are important not only for the
DBQ but also for SAQs and MCs. This strategy was
developed as a way to help new writers – those new to AP
and/or students who have never written essays using
documents before – develop skills. As students learn to
write, it isn’t about sophistication… it is about building
skills that will help them on the road to sophistication. The
strategy is also helpful for higher level writers, as they
adjust the goals of each step to their own writing style.

This session will focus on analyzing documents in DBQ writing. The 3-Step handout pictured below can be
found at FFAPUSH. It is also included in the full writing guideline packet.

DBQ Rubric
The standard rubric for the DBQ question has seven points.
This document strategy is aimed at helping students develop
skills for targeting three of the seven points. This rubric can
be found on the last page of the writing guidelines.

If College Board decides to once again use the 10 point rubric
from the 2020 exam, There are resources outlining it on the
2020 Exam Resources page.

Three Step Document Strategy
Step 1
Step 1: Describe the document… GO BEYOND THE OBVIOUS AND DON’T QUOTE. (If the description is simple, that is okay as
long as students do not quote.)
Students can say “Document 1…” or use the name of the document. Many see this as unsophisticated, but please
remember the exam is not testing sophistication.
Then… explain how the document relates to the main topic of the essay, Do this for at least five documents, unless you are
targeting the use of six documents point.
“Document #___ shows/explains….”
(Identify the number of the document you are describing and describe it GBO (go beyond the obvious if possible and don’t simply quote.)

“This document relates to ___________ because…”
(Identify the main topic of your essay.)

(Explain how or why it relates.)

NOTE: This step can be taught individually and broken into three steps as well.
1. Identify the topic of the essay.
2. Describe the document.
3. Relate the document to the topic of the essay.

Describing Documents - Tips
In the Document Based Question for APUSH, students can earn one
of seven points by showing they essentially understand at least
three of the seven documents. In addition to showing that they
understand what they are seeing or reading, they should also be
able to explain how it relates to the topic of the essay.

Example: In the political cartoon, “Ograbme,” a merchant is trying to
sell his goods despite the embargo that had been placed on trade.
This relates to the topic of Market Revolution, because the economic
expansion in that revolution could not occur until the embargo was
lifted.
Remember that the readers already know the documents inside and
out… It should be clear to the reader that the student understands
the document.

Tip: Even though you only need three… go for
four… Many bright and talented students are
overconfident in their ability to understand
documents.
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Step 1 – Practice - Example
DOCUMENT 1
Prompt: To what extent did the institution of slavery in
North America change from the Colonial Era to the Civil
War?

Source: George Henry Andrews, "Slave Auctions in
Richmond, Virginia," The Illustrated London News, vol. 38
(Feb. 16, 1861), p.139.
1. Identify the topic of the essay.
2. Describe the document.
3. Relate the document to the topic of the essay.

A collection of slavery images can be found at
http://www.slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/page/welcome

Step 1 – Sample Response
DOCUMENT 1

1. The institution of slavery in North America.
2. Document 1 is a drawing showing slaves being
auctioned off at a slave sale in Virginia.
3. This image relates to the topic of slavery in
North America, because it shows slavery alive
and well in the South.
Note: Having students practice this step before
introducing the next two is a great way to scaffold
document analysis.

Three Step Document Strategy
Step 2
Step 2: Use the HIPP strategy to analyze the documents. Choose four of the seven to thoroughly source, even though
students only need three according to the rubric. Remember they only need one of the HIPP for each document.*
Sometimes students waste time by analyzing more than one. Student should also explain how they came to their
conclusion, showing the reader how or why they came to their conclusion or how they analyzed the document. This step
is the most difficult to do well. Practicing it throughout the year is recommended.
Then… explain how or why the HIPP relates to your argument/thesis. (CLOSE THE LOOP)
GO BEYOND THE OBVIOUS and explain how or why it is relevant to the argument. Tip: USE THE LINGO!

“The __________ of document #___
(purpose/POV/audience/context)

was….

because….”

(Identify doc.) (Describe HIPP.) (Explain how/why the HIPP is evident.)

“This is relevant to the argument that … ______________________________ because…”
(Identify X or Y from your thesis or other relevant argument connected to it.) (Explain how or why the HIPP relates to
your argument/thesis… closing the loop)
*H: Historical Situation, I: Intended Audience, P: Purpose, P: Point of View

HIPPing Tips
On the DBQ essay for APUSH, students can earn one
of seven points by successfully analyzing historical
situation, intended audience, purpose, or point of
view for at least three of the seven documents.
• “use the lingo!”
If analyzing point of view…
say, “the author’s point of view was…”
• HIPP four if you can…
students are often overconfident in their understanding
of the document. A fourth HIPP can act as an insurance
policy should one fall short.
• It is important that students do NOT parrot the document. Go Beyond the Obvious.
• Quoting is a sign of weakness… unless you are briefly quoting in order to prove their analysis of the HIPP.
• It is not enough to HIPP well… they must also explain how their analysis of the document relates to their argument…
closing the loop! This means a typical HIPP is at least two sentences.
• Stay within the parameters of the prompt even if documents written in other eras.
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HIPPing Strategy
Remember the HIPP point is not an easy point to earn,
so be thorough in your explanations.

One HIPP strategy to ensure thorough analysis is a three step process of:
1. Choosing ONE of the HIPP and describing your analysis of it using the lingo.
2. Adding a sentence explaining how or why you “figured it out,” such as
“This is evident because…”
3. Closing the loop! “This is relevant to the argument because…”
Example:
The historical situation of the political cartoon includes the quota acts of the 1920s which limited immigration from places
such as Italy. This is evident because the number of Europeans at the wide end of the funnel is much greater than the
number actually emerging from the narrow end of the funnel where “3%” is applied. This limitation is relevant to the
argument that immigration policies in the early twentieth century were very different from immigration policies in the later
twentieth century, because such quotas were removed in the 1960s.

FFAPUSH.COM

Step 2 – Practice - Example
Prompt: Evaluate the ways internal migration and territorial expansion during the
nineteenth century impacted those living in the West.
Thesis: Although internal migration and territorial expansion during the nineteenth
century was partially responsible for the nativism toward Chinese immigrants, the impact
of these events had a far greater effect on the lives of American Indians who were
slaughtered and forced onto reservations.
Source: “Hobson's choice - you can go or stay,” J.A Wales, Puck, v. 18, no. 468, (1886
February 24), cover

1. Choose ONE of the HIPP and describe your analysis of it
using the lingo.
2. Add a sentence explaining how or why you “figured it
out,” such as “This is evident because…”
3. Close the loop! “This is relevant to the argument
because…”
More resources on the Chinese Exclusion Act can be found at
https://guides.loc.gov/chinese-exclusion-act/introduction

DOCUMENT 5

Step 2 – Sample Response
1. The artist’s purpose in doc. 5 was to illustrate the lack
of peaceful negotiations between land claims between
American settlers and Chinese settlers in the state of
Oregon during the Gilded Age.
2. This is evident because a document titled “Treaty with
China” is torn in half.
3. This is relevant to the argument that internal migration
impacted the Chinese because it led to increased
nativism.
Extension: Add a piece of outside evidence to further support the argument.
This conflict resulted in the Chinese Exclusion Act which ended Chinese
immigration into the United States for many decades. This act was the result
of a desire among many Americans to reduce cultural and economic
competition from foreigners especially on the West coast further showing the
impact of internal migration.

DOCUMENT 5

Three Step Document Strategy
Step 3
Step 3: Apply your analysis to your essay. How does each document support the thesis or support an
opposing view?
To get this point students must use at least six of the seven documents AS EVIDENCE to support an argument.
(The argument can be restating part or all of their thesis, or another argument can be presented.) If students
are aiming for this point, I recommend using all seven documents in case you don’t get credit for one.
“Therefore, document #__ supports the argument that …
(Identify doc.)

because…..”

(State your X or Y from your thesis.)

argument.)
This step can be taught as simply a final closing statement for each document.

(Explain how or why it supports the

Using six of seven documents in a DBQ essay
Students can earn one of seven points on the APUSH DBQ essay if they successfully use six of the seven documents to defend
a thesis/argument. If they are using the three step strategy, this point is in step three. Practicing this skill involves first
understanding the document and how it relates to their topic, and then using the document as a piece of evidence to
defend their thesis or argument. The argument may be present as a body paragraph topic sentence, or it may be evident in a
“closing the loop” statement at the end of the paragraph.
One of my concerns about this point is that students often spend a great deal of their time on this step… much more time
than on other parts of the directions/rubric. If they are not confident that they truly understand and can apply all (or almost
all) of the documents to an argument, I encourage them to spend their time targeting other parts of the directions/rubric.
Also, for dyslexic students without extended time… you may want to encourage them to focus on fewer than six documents.
It is good practice to use all three document steps for at least three documents, in my opinion… and you may want to remind
your students that excellence does not require perfection.  Teach them to be strategic with their time… and to be aware of
the rubric.
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Putting it all together… 3 step practice!
DOCUMENT 1
Prompt: Evaluate the extent to which the
institution of slavery changed in the period from
1754 to 1850.

Thesis: Although slavery remained unchanged
from 1754 to 1850 as the institution continued in
the South, the institution did change in this period
as abolitionist groups increased challenging the
institution and northern states ended the practice.
Source: Image from a Map of Virginia and
Maryland, circa the mid-1750s. Library of
Congress.
Directions: Consider the prompt, sample thesis, and source. Then use the three step strategy to analyze and use the
document to defend an argument.

Sample Response – Using the 3-Step Strategy
DOCUMENT 1
Step 1: Document 1 shows some wealthy white
men talking and resting while black men work
unloading cargo and serving the whites. This
relates to the topic of slavery, because the
illustration portrays slaves serving their masters.
Step 2: The historical situation was the Colonial
Era during a time where trade between England
and the colonies was increasing. Slaves in Virginia
were not just used on plantations, they were used
on the docks. This is relevant to the argument
that slavery remained unchanged, because just as
slaves were used in Virginia in the 1750s, they
were still used in Virginia in 1850.
Step 3: Therefore, the institution of slavery
remained unchanged in the South from 17501850.

NOTE: Sometimes step three appears to be redundant, and students may
worry about repeating themselves. Encourage them to consider each step as
three separate arrows aimed at three separate targets. There is no “double
dipping” so taking care to target each point is solid strategy.

Putting it all together… 3 step practice!
DOCUMENT 2
Prompt: Evaluate the extent to which the
institution of slavery changed in the period from
1754 to 1850.

Thesis: Although slavery remained unchanged
from 1754 to 1850 as the institution continued in
the South, the institution did change in this period
as abolitionist groups increased challenging the
institution and northern states ended the practice.
Source: Advertisement, Pennsylvania Gazette,
Philadelphia, 1762.

Directions: Consider the prompt, sample thesis, and source. Then use the three step strategy to analyze and use the
document to defend an argument.

Sample Response – Using the 3-Step Strategy
DOCUMENT 2
Step 1: Document 2 describes newly arrived
slaves that will be sold in Delaware. This relates
to the institution of slavery, because the
advertisement discusses the sale of Negroes and
describes them as highly valued.
Step 2: The purpose of this document was to
persuade potential buyers that these Gold Coast
slaves were worth a higher price than other
slaves. The seller wanted to maximize profit. This
is evident when the lot is described as “much
greater esteem.” This is relevant to the argument
that slavery changed, because slavery was
outlawed in Delaware following the Revolution.
Step 3: Therefore, the institution of slavery
changed in the North from 1750-1850, as places
such as Delaware outlawed the practice.

Putting it all together… 3 step practice!
Prompt: Explain how political debates on how to interpret the Constitution impacted American politics from 1789-1815.
Thesis: Political debates on how to interpret the Constitution impacted American politics from 1789-1815 to a large extent,
because those debates resulted in the creation of political parties and instilled fear of division as expressed in Washington’s
Farewell Address.
DOCUMENT 1
Thomas Jefferson, Opinion on the Constitutionality of the Bill for Establishing a National Bank, 15 Feb. 1791

“…I consider the foundation of the Constitution as laid on this ground that "all powers not delegated to the U.S. by
the Constitution, not prohibited by it to the states, are reserved to the states or to the people…" To take a single
step beyond the boundaries thus specially drawn around the powers of Congress, is to take possession of a
boundless field of power, no longer susceptible of any definition.
The incorporation of a bank, and other powers assumed by this bill have not, in my opinion, been delegated to the
U.S. by the Constitution…”
Directions: Consider the prompt, sample thesis, and source. Then use the three step strategy to analyze and use the
document to defend an argument.

After the strategy is mastered, encourage students to
write with increased sophistication if they are ready.

Example of 3-step paragraph:
Document 1 highlights Thomas Jefferson’s interpretation of the Constitution in regards to the First Bank of the United
States. This relates to the topic of political debates, because as he debates Alexander Hamilton on the legality of the
Bank division among politicians emerges. Jefferson’s point of view regarding the Constitution was strict. He did not
believe the government had to right to assert powers beyond those included in the document. He is very clear about this
view as he quotes the 10th Amendment reserving powers to the states. This point of view is relevant to the argument
that political debates on how to interpret the Constitution impacted American politics from 1789-1815 by causing
division among politicians regarding the First Bank of the United States, because his views clashed with Hamilton’s and
led them down the path to political parties. Therefore, Jefferson’s interpretation of the Constitution led to political
debates that caused division.
A step up in sophistication…. Using topic sentence to introduce argument and understanding of the topic. The rest of the
paragraph is in support of the topic sentence, and a final “therefore” statement is not needed:
Political debates regarding how to interpret the Constitution impacted American politics to a great extent, because those
debates led to the creation of divisive political parties. One of those debates regarded the First National Bank. Jefferson
recorded his opinion on the Bank in 1791 showing his fears that the new government would become too powerful (Doc.
1). His point of view was highly negative toward the bank. This is evident with wording such as “boundless field of
power.” He wanted the Constitution to be interpreted strictly, not loosely. These beliefs led to the first two party system,
his beliefs pitted against those of Alexander Hamilton.

Putting it all together… 3 step practice!
DOCUMENT 3
Prompt: Evaluate the ways the Second Great
Awakening impacted American society from 18001850.

Thesis: The Second Great Awakening from 18001850 had a dramatic impact on American society,
as it inspired many reform movements such as
abolition and temperance. These movements
would lead to major changes in society including
the eventual end of slavery and eventual end of
alcohol.

Directions: Consider the prompt, sample thesis, and
source. Then use the three step strategy to analyze and
use the document to defend an argument.

Students can use the steps in any order!
The Second Great Awakening from 1800-1850 had
a dramatic impact on American society, as it
inspired many reform movements such as
temperance. The artist’s point of view in
document 3 is clearly negative toward alcohol as it
communicates a message that alcohol will destroy
families, leaving women and children poor and
alone. The Second Great Awakening motivated
many people, especially women, to make the
world a better place by encouraging men not to
drink. The political cartoon illustrates the path of
drinking as a sequence of events from having a
drink with a friend to suicide. This is a document
created by the temperance movement which was
fueled by the Second Great Awakening. Therefore,
the movement impacted society by causing a
decrease in the use of alcohol.

DOCUMENT 3

