
Democratizing the DBQ
A System-wide Approach to 

Historical Thinking and Writing 
in Grades 3-12



Session Overview
• Review The DBQ Project’s Core Beliefs

• Explore The DBQ Project Method

• Discuss Next Steps



The DBQ Project’s Core Beliefs 

1. All students need to learn how to think.

2. Learning to think requires practice.

3. Clear thinking is hard work.

4. Thinking is clarified by writing.

5. Thinking is for everyone.



The DBQ Project Method

Step 1: The Hook  (Engaging the students) 

Step 2: The Background Essay (Building Context) 

Step 3: Clarifying the Question (Defining Key Terms & Pre-bucketing)

Step 4: Close Analysis (Understanding the Document ) 

Step 5: Grouping the Documents (Post-Bucketing)

Step 6: Writing  (From Thrash-out to Essay)

  









22.The use of Role, Audience, Format, Topic (RAFT),  
Document Based Questions (DBQs) and Literacy 

Designed Collaborative (LDC) are excellent teaching 
strategies for standards-based instruction and thus, 
preparation for the assessment.



• Based on Florida’s Grade 6-12 Civics, US 
history standards, as well as the Reading 
and Writing Standards for Literacy in 
History 

• Questions based on a variety of stimulus 
attributes will be included

• Multiple choice only, multiple forms to be 
given

• Entirely computer based, except for 
students with pertinent IEPs or 504 plans

Florida’s Civics & United States History 
End-of-Course Examinations



Implementation 
Obstacles:

• Expectations
• Time 
• Preparation
• Scoring 
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DBQ #1
 Teacher Action Steps:

• Review eCampus resources

•  Implement Best Practices

•  Focus on the selection and use of evidence

•  Teach students to rainbow highlight and self-score

• Identify learning gaps

• Determine instructional focus 



• Sample PowerPoints 

• Sample Task Cards 

• Station Creation Materials 

• DBQ Step-by-Step Guides

• DBQ Best Practices Review Guide

• DBQ Marzano Alignment Guide

• & Intervention Strategies and more

DBQ Resource Site 
Resources for each DBQ



TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY

Modeled Instruction 
(model document analysis)

Guided Instruction 
(model with student 

Participation)

“I do it, you watch.”

“We do it together.”

“You do it together,
   I watch, guide.”

Collaborative

Independent “You do it alone, 
we reflect on

     your learning.” 

The Gradual Release Model 
Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2008). Better learning through structured teaching: A framework for the gradual 
release of responsibility. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Guided 
Practice

Independent 
Practice

(save at least one 
document for 
independent 

analysis) 

(Collaborative 
document 
analysis) 
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Day 1



The DBQ Project Method

Step 1: The Hook

Engaging the students





The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

Building context

Time, place and story
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The main character of our story was a 
real man named:

 Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca

Who was sometimes called:

Cabeza de Vaca  or
Cabeza
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Key Terms & Concepts:
• ”New World”

• Gold, God & Glory
• Expedition
• Conquistador
• Currents
• Settlements
• Colonize



22

16th Century Spanish Empire 
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16th Century Florida Map  



Christopher Columbus, an Italian sailing 
for Spain is credited for discovering the 

“New World” in 1492.  



Term to Know:

“New World”

The “New World” is one of the 
names used to describe the 
Earth’s Western Hemisphere, 
specifically the Americas, 
including nearby islands such as 
those in the Caribbean and 
Bermuda.



The World in 1500
 “New World”

It is only ”new” to the 
Europeans explorers.  It is 
estimated that 80 million 
people already live in the 
Americas at the time of 

“discovery”.



The Primary Reasons for 
Exploration

• Gold – the pursuit of wealth
• God -  to spread religion
• Glory – the pursuit of fame 



Terms to Know: Expedition

An expedition is a journey or voyage undertaken by a group 
of people with a particular purpose, especially that of 

exploration, scientific research, or war:  



Terms to Know:
Conquistadors were Spanish explorers.  
The word conquistador is derived from 

the word conqueror.
  

Based on the origin 
of the word 

conquistador, what 
can you infer about 
Spanish Explorers?



Terms to Know: Current
A current is like a vast river within the ocean, 

flowing from one place to another. These currents 
are caused by differences in temperature, 

differences in salinity, and by wind. Currents are 
responsible for a vast amount of movement of the 

water found in the Earth’s oceans.



Term to Know: Settle
Settle means to move to a place and 

make it your own.  Spain settled 
Florida establishing it as a Spanish 

Colony in 1565. 
  



Term to Know: Colonize
Colonize means to set up a permanent 
settlement.  The Spanish wanted to 

colonize the “New World” by setting up 
a permanent settlement in Florida. 
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Cabeza de Vaca’s ill-fated journey  



2)

1) 3)

4)

5)

6)

7)





1)



The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

#1 

Underline any dangers 
or threats

#2
Highlight any numbers 
and what they represent 

#3
Write 3 Word Summary 
in the margin

#4
Make a Prediction about 
the next paragraph
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1)



The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

#4

Underline any dangers 
or threats

#1
Highlight any numbers 
and what they represent 

#2
Write 3 Word Summary 
in the margin

#3
Make a Prediction about 
the next paragraph
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1) 3)



The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

#3

Underline any dangers 
or threats

#4
Highlight any numbers 
and what they represent 

#1
Write 3 Word Summary 
in the margin

#2
Make a Prediction about 
the next paragraph
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The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

#2

Underline any dangers 
or threats

#3
Highlight any numbers 
and what they represent 

#4
Write 3 Word Summary 
in the margin

#1
Make a Prediction about 
the next paragraph
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The DBQ Project Method

Step 2: The Background Essay

#1

Underline any dangers 
or threats

#2
Highlight any numbers 
and what they represent 

#3
Write 3 Word Summary 
in the margin

#4
Make a Prediction about 
the next paragraph



Background Essay 
Summary

Using the information from  
paragraphs 1-5 of the background 

essay, write a 2-4 sentence summary 
of the background essay.  Be sure to 

include 
time, place and story.
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6)



The DBQ Project Method

Step 3: Clarifying the Question



The DBQ Project Method

Step 3: Clarifying the Question (first)

Pre-bucketing

Reasons



Pre-Bucketing
 A more scaffolded approach

Wilderness
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for 
Native 

Americans

Mystery 
Bucket



Survive

✓Below your summary of the background essay 
on your index card, write a full sentence 
definition of the word survive.

Survive……

Next

✓Below your definition of the word survive, 
restate the DBQ question, not using the word 
survive.
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Day 2 & 3





The DBQ Project Method

Step 4: Close Analysis

Understanding the Documents  



Modeling a
Document



1. What do you see?                                     
Draw a box around everything you see

2. Write the ? on top of the box

3. Mark the doc (letter/number);          
source; note(s) and caption(s) with an 

4. Examine the source(s)

5. Consider the notes and captions

6. Close read of document

Document Analysis Steps







Cabeza de Vaca:  How Did He Survive?

How can the 
ability to 
speak a 

language 
save your 

life?

How did 
Cabeza deal 
with thirst? 

hunger?

What is the main idea of this document? 

Besides 
staying 
warm, 
how 

might 
Cabeza’s 

4 fires 
helped 

him stay 
alive?

Who 
wrote 
this?

What is the 
author’s point 

of view?

Why was it 
written?

When 
was it 

written?

Is this source 
believable??

Doc BWhy did Cabeza Survive?

“Cabeza learned 
4 languages”



Pre-Bucketing
 A more scaffolded approach

Wilderness
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for 
Native 

Americans

Mystery 
Bucket



Clean Version Enhanced Version



1)

2)

Evidence 
comes 

directly 
from the 

documents.

Examine the source

Inferences 
are 

conclusions 
reached,  

based on the 
evidence.

An Argument 
summarizes 
and explains 

how the 
evidence 

answers the 
question.   Bucket = 

Sub-Claim
What you will 

prove  



1)

2)

“Cabeza learned 4 
languages.” (Doc B)

Languages help you to 
get directions; find food 
and water; and make 
friends.

By learning to speak 
the language of the 
peoples he 
encountered, 
Cabeza learned 
about how to survive 
in the land he found 
himself. 

Respect for Native Americans

X compiled 
from primary 
sources

1542

B
The Relacion of Cabeza de Vaca Compiled from Cabeza de Vaca personal account

Cabeza de Vaca  

Was it edited, were things left out?

Cabeza de Vaca:  How Did He Survive?
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Prepare to Present

• Record one relevant direct quote 
from the document.

• Explain what the selected quote 
means (full sentence).

• What bucket does this evidence 
best fit into? Why?

• How does this evidence help you 
answer the question, Cabeza de 
Vaca: How Did He Survive (full 
sentence)?

 



The DBQ Project Method

Step 4: Close Analysis

Understanding the Documents  

Guided Practice



Buckets
Post

 ?

Student 
Directions

Hints

Document 
Analysis

& Dry 
Erase 

Marker

How will I encourage 
my students to mark 
up the documents ?
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Student Collaborative Group Rotations

• Timing target is 10-15 minutes per station.

• Students have a 2-3 minute for a silent read of 
the doc.

• Forming Habits directions (Doc. Analysis Steps, 
Sourcing) are displayed at each station.

• Every student completes their own document 
analysis sheet  for every document, every time.

• Multiple stations of the SAME document are 
set-up              (not a carousel).

• Fostering Discovery directions specific to the 
document are provided for each document..

• Student led presentation between each 
document
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Prepare to Present

• Record one relevant direct quote 
from the document.

• Explain what the selected quote 
means (full sentence).

• What bucket does this evidence 
best fit into? Why?

• How does this evidence help you 
answer the question, Cabeza de 
Vaca: How Did He Survive (full 
sentence)?

 



Bucketing
 

Wilderness
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for 
Native 

Americans

Mystery 
Bucket



The 

The DBQ Project Method

Step 4: Close Analysis

Understanding the Documents  

Independent 
Practice
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Prepare to Present

• Record one relevant direct quote 
from the document.

• Explain what the selected quote 
means (full sentence).

• What bucket does this evidence 
best fit into? Why?

• How does this evidence help you 
answer the question, Cabeza de 
Vaca: How Did He Survive (full 
sentence)?

 



Bucketing

Wilderness
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for 
Native 

Americans

Mystery 
Bucket



1
The DBQ Project Method

Step 5: Grouping the documents 

Bucketing

D
C

B D BC

Wilderness 
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for 
Native 

Americans



1
The DBQ Project Method

Step 5: Grouping the documents 

Bucketing – Rank Ordering

Wilderness 
Skills 

Success as a 
Healer

Respect for Native 
Americans

Most Importantly
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Day 4



The DBQ Project Method
Step 6: Writing 

 From thrash-out to essay



The DBQ Project Method
Step 6: Writing 

 From thrash-out to essay



State Your Claim

✓ Below your restatement of the question or 
on the back of your index card record your 
chicken foot as a sentence.



The DBQ Project Method
Step 6: From thrash-out to essay



The DBQ Project Method
Step 6: Writing 

 The Thrash Out
✓ Claim            State your claim.

✓ Evidence      State the evidence you have 
                            selected to support your claim.

✓ Reasoning    Explain how your evidence                       
                            shows how Cabeza de Vaca 
                            survived..
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Day 5
Crafting 

the Essay







Rainbow Highlighting

Background Information 

Claim Statement (Thesis)

Sub-claims 

Evidence

Citation

Argument (Reasoning)
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Day 6
Crafting 

the Essay





Rainbow Highlighting

Background Information 

Claim Statement (Thesis)

Sub-claims 

Evidence

Citation

Argument (Reasoning)
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Sample Scale for 1st DBQ

0-3 F
4-5 D
6-8 C

9-12 B
13+



Contact me I can help…

Ilene Haney
ilene_haney@scps.k12.fl.us

Trudy


