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The 1991 Document-Based Question (DBQ) was a crucial element in the Advanced
Placement (AP) U.S. History exam, serving as a means to assess students' understanding of
historical events and their ability to analyze primary sources. The scoring guide established
specific criteria for evaluating student responses, focusing on their ability to construct
coherent arguments, utilize historical evidence, and demonstrate a comprehensive
understanding of the historical context. This article delves into the 1991 DBQ scoring guide,
its significance, and the methods used to evaluate student essays.

Understanding the DBQ Format

The Document-Based Question format is designed to test students' skills in historical
analysis and writing. Unlike traditional multiple-choice questions, a DBQ requires students
to formulate a thesis statement and support it with evidence drawn from provided
documents. The key components of the DBQ format include:

- Documents: A selection of primary and secondary sources, including letters, speeches,
maps, and statistical data, which students must analyze.

- Thesis Statement: A clear, concise statement that outlines the argument or perspective
the student will defend throughout the essay.

- Historical Context: The background information surrounding the time period in question,
which must be integrated into the argument.

- Cohesion and Structure: The essay should follow a logical structure, with well-organized
paragraphs that flow smoothly from one point to the next.

Scoring Criteria Overview

The 1991 DBQ scoring guide utilized a rubric that assigned scores based on specific criteria.
Essays were scored on a scale of 0 to 9, with 9 representing an exceptional response and 0
indicating a complete failure to address the prompt. The following categories were
considered in the evaluation process:

1. Thesis and Argument Development

- Thesis Statement (0-1 point): A clear and historically defensible thesis is essential. A well-
articulated thesis sets the tone for the entire essay and reflects the student's
understanding of the prompt.

- Argument Development (0-2 points): The essay must develop an argument that responds
to the prompt. This involves providing a persuasive narrative supported by evidence from
the documents.



2. Use of Documents

- Document Interpretation (0-2 points): Students must accurately interpret the provided
documents and integrate them into their argument. This includes analyzing the significance
and relevance of each document.

- Supporting Evidence (0-2 points): The essay should incorporate evidence from the
documents to substantiate claims. A higher score is awarded for a more thorough
integration of sources.

3. Historical Contextualization

- Contextual Understanding (0-2 points): Students are expected to place their arguments
within a broader historical context, demonstrating an understanding of the time period and
its events.

4. Organization and Writing Quality

- Structure and Cohesion (0-1 point): The essay should be well-organized, with a logical flow
of ideas and coherent transitions between paragraphs.

- Writing Mechanics (0-1 point): Clarity, grammar, and spelling are considered. The writing
should be polished and free of significant errors.

Scoring Guide Breakdown

The scoring guide provided specific descriptions for each point value, allowing graders to
assess student essays consistently. Here's a breakdown of the scoring categories:

Score of 9

- Exceptional thesis that directly addresses the prompt.

- Thoroughly developed argument with multiple layers of analysis.
- Extensive and insightful use of documents, effectively integrated.
- Strong historical contextualization.

- Well-organized essay with clear and sophisticated writing.

Score of 7-8

- Clear thesis that addresses the prompt.
- Well-developed argument with solid analysis.
- Good use of documents, but may lack depth in some areas.



- Adequate historical context provided.
- Generally well-organized, with minor writing issues.

Score of 5-6

- Basic thesis present but may be vague or overly simplistic.
- Argument is present but lacks depth or sophistication.

- Limited use of documents, with some misinterpretations.

- Some historical context provided but may be too general.
- Organization is present, but writing may lack clarity.

Score of 3-4

- Weak or unclear thesis that does not fully address the prompt.
- Argument is poorly developed or lacks a clear focus.

- Minimal use of documents, with significant misinterpretations.
- Little to no historical context provided.

- Poorly organized with numerous writing issues.

Score of 0-2

- No thesis or a thesis that is completely off-topic.

- No coherent argument present.

- No use of documents or complete misinterpretation of all documents.
- No historical context provided.

- Disorganized and poorly written.

Significance of the 1991 DBQ Scoring Guide

The 1991 DBQ scoring guide played a pivotal role in shaping the assessment of historical
understanding in AP U.S. History courses. Its emphasis on critical thinking, analysis, and
writing skills reflected broader educational goals aimed at preparing students for college-
level coursework. The guide also encouraged educators to focus on teaching strategies that
fostered these skills, leading to enhanced student outcomes.

Preparing for the DBQ

Students preparing for the DBQ should consider several strategies to enhance their
performance:

1. Practice Analyzing Documents: Engage with a variety of primary and secondary sources



to develop skills in interpretation and analysis.

2. Develop Thesis Statements: Practice writing clear and concise thesis statements that
directly address potential DBQ prompts.

3. Study Historical Context: Familiarize yourself with key events, figures, and themes in U.S.
history to provide depth in your essays.

4. Organize Practice Essays: Write practice DBQs under timed conditions to improve
organization and time management.

5. Review Feedback: Seek feedback on practice essays to identify strengths and areas for
improvement.

Conclusion

The 1991 DBQ scoring guide was a landmark tool in evaluating students' historical
understanding and writing capabilities. By emphasizing the importance of a clear thesis,
effective use of documents, and strong organization, it set a standard that would influence
the teaching and assessment of U.S. history for years to come. For students and educators
alike, mastering the DBQ format remains essential in cultivating a deeper appreciation for
history and enhancing critical thinking skills.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of the 1991 DBQ scoring guide for
US states history?

The 1991 DBQ scoring guide provides a framework for evaluating students' written
responses to Document-Based Questions in US history, emphasizing analytical skills and
historical understanding.

How does the DBQ format assess student knowledge of
US states history?

The DBQ format assesses student knowledge by requiring them to analyze historical
documents, formulate a thesis, and support it with evidence, demonstrating their
understanding of historical events and contexts.

What are the key components of the 1991 DBQ scoring
guide?

Key components include the thesis statement, use of documents, historical accuracy,
analysis, and overall coherence of the essay, which collectively determine the score.

What types of documents might be included in a DBQ



related to US states history?

Documents may include historical texts, speeches, letters, maps, charts, and photographs
that provide evidence for students to analyze and construct their arguments.

How can teachers use the 1991 DBQ scoring guide to
improve student performance?

Teachers can use the guide to provide clear expectations for assignments, offer targeted
feedback on students' writing, and create rubrics that align with the scoring criteria.

What historical themes are often explored in DBQs
about US states history?

Common themes include federalism, civil rights, economic development, immigration, and
social change, reflecting key developments in US history.

Why is understanding the DBQ format important for
students studying US states history?

Understanding the DBQ format is crucial as it prepares students for standardized tests and
college-level history courses, where analytical writing and critical thinking are essential.

What challenges do students face when responding to a
DBQ in US states history?

Students often struggle with interpreting historical documents, constructing a coherent
argument, and integrating their own knowledge with the evidence presented in the
documents.

How has the DBQ format evolved since the 1991 scoring
guide was published?

The DBQ format has evolved with changes in educational standards, incorporating more
diverse sources and emphasizing skills like sourcing and contextualization in historical
analysis.
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