
DOCUMENT BASED QUESTION(DBQ)  

 

What is a DBQ?  

● A document based question is an essay question that requires you to analyze and use five-

seven documents as evidence to answer the prompt given. Documents can be secondary 

or primary sources, ranging from raw data to newspapers to images.  

Purpose of a DBQ?  

● Test student’s content knowledge 

● Test student’s ability to interpret historical documents 

● Test student’s ability to find connections between historical documents 

● Test student’s ability to craft an argument around knowledge of a historical issue 

● Test student's ability to write a thesis statement with analysis of documents to support it. 

Example of DBQ questions from AP US History exams in the past: 

● “Evaluate the extent to which economic growth led to changes in the United States 

society in the period from 1940 to 1970.” link 

● “Evaluate the extent to which differing ideas of national identity shaped views of United 

States overseas expansion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.” link 

● “Explain the reason why a new conservatism rose to prominence in the United States 

between 1960 and 1989.” link 

Benefit of having this data part of DBQs 

● In Virginia standard of learning VUS.3c the goal for students is to,”Explain the impact of 

the development of indentured servitude and slavery in the colonies.” Dangerous 

Harbors’ data is perfect for addressing this standard. DBQs would allow the court records 

to be seen by thousands of students across the United States, allowing for those in the 

records to be seen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/ap21-frq-us-history.pdf#page=7
https://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/pdf/ap/ap-united-states-history-ced-practice-exam.pdf
https://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/pdf/ap/ap-us-history-sample-responses-dbq-1.pdf


Prompt:  

How did views about race evolve in Colonial Virginia? 

 

Documents: 

 

Document #1* 

Source: Runaway enslaved person and indentured servant in a 17th century court case. 

Northumberland County, Virginia 18th of April, 1681 

 

 “It appears to this court that Hugh Callon, servant to Thomas Brereton did run away from his 

Masters’ service ten days and took with him a negro and cost his master two thousand three 

hundred and fifty pounds of tobacco and cask to procure them again. It is ordered that Hugh 

Callon serve his said Master for his default time and be charged two years and a half after his 

time of service by Indenture custom or otherwise when it is expired.” 

 

Document #2 

 

Source: Bacon’s Epitaph, presumably written soon after Bacon’s death by John Cotton. 

Virginia 1676.  

 

“This Addition of Mischief to Minds already full of discontent made People ready to vent all 

their Resentment against the poor Indians. There was nothing to be got by Tobacco; neither 

could they turn any other Manufacture to Advantage; so that most of the poorer Sort were 

willing to quit their unprofitable Employments, and go Voluntiers [volunteers] against the 

Indians. 

 

At first they flocked together, running in troops from one Plantation to another without a Head; 

till at last the seditious[mutinous] Humor [temperament] of Colonel Nath. Bacon led him to be 

of the Party. This Gentleman had been brought up at one of the Inns of Court in England and 

had a moderate Fortune. He was young, bold, active, of an inviting Aspect, and powerful 

[speech] Elocution. In a Word, he was every way qualified to head a giddy and unthinking 

multitude. Before he had been three Years in the Country [Virginia], he was made one of the 



[Governor’s] Council, and in great Honor and Esteem among the People. They all presently 

fixed their Eyes upon him for their General, and accordingly made their Addresses to him. As 

soon as he found this, he harangued[persuaded] them publicly. He aggravated the Indian 

Mischiefs. He recounted the other Grievances and Pressures they lay under; and pretended 

that he accepted of their Command with no other Intention but to do them and the Country 

Service. He farther assured them he would never lay down his Arms till he had revenged their 

Sufferings upon the Indians and redressed all their other Grievances.” 

 

Document #3 

Source: Thomas Jeffereson’s advertisement for a runaway enslaved person, 7 September 1769 

 

RUN away from the subscriber in Albemarle, a Mulatto slave called Sandy, about 

35 years of age, his stature is rather low, inclining to corpulence, and his complexion 

light; he is a shoemaker by trade, in which he uses his left hand principally, can do 

coarse carpenters work, and is something of a horse jockey; he is greatly addicted to 

drink, and when drunk is insolent and disorderly, in his conversation he swears 

much, and his behaviour is artful and knavish. He took with him a white horse, much scarred with 

traces, of which it is expected he will endeavour to dispose; he also carried his shoemaker's tools, and 

will probably endeavour to get employment that way. Whoever conveys the said slave to me in 

Albemarle, shall have 40 s. reward, if taken up within the county, 4 l. if elsewhere within the colony, 

and 10 l. if in any other colony, from 

THOMAS JEFFERSON. 

 

Document #4 

Source: General Court of Virginia verdict on the enslavement of escaped African servant John 
Punch. Virginia 9th of July, 1640. 
 
Hugh Gwyn, by order from this Board, brought back from Maryland three servants formerly 

run away from Hugh Gwyn. The court therefore orders that the three servants shall receive 

the punishment of whipping and to have thirty stripes apiece. One servant called Victor, a 

Dutchman, the other a Scotchman called James Gregory, shall first serve out their times with 

their master according to their Indentures, and one whole year apiece after the time of their 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-01-02-0021#TSJN-01-01-0021-kw-0001


service is Expired. The third servant being a negro named John Punch shall serve his master, 

Hugh Gwyn, for the time of his natural Life here or elsewhere.” 

 

Document #5 

Source: Section 34 of the Virginia General Assembly series of laws,“An act concerning 
Servants and Slaves.” October 1705. 
 
....And if any slave resist his master, or owner, or other person, by his or her order, correcting 

such slave, and shall happen to be killed in such correction, it shall not be (counted as 

a)accounted felony; but the master, owner, and every such other person so giving correction, 

shall be free and acquit of all punishment and accusation for the same, as if such incident had 

never happened: And also, if any negro, mulatto, or Indian, (enslaved)bond or free, shall at 

any time, lift his or her hand, in opposition against any christian, not being negro, mulatto, or 

Indian, he or she so offending shall, for every such offence, proved by the oath of the party, 

receive on his or her bare back, thirty lashes, well laid on; (observable)cognizable by a justice 

of the peace for that county wherein such offence shall be committed. 

 

Document #6 

Source: Law establishing children born to enslaved women as slaves. Virginia 1662 

 

WHEREAS some doubts have arisen whether children [fathered by] any Englishman upon a 

negro woman should be slave or free, Be it therefore enacted and declared by this present 

grand assembly, that all children borne in this country shalbe held bond or free only according 

to the condition of the mother, And that if any christian shall committ fornication with a negro 

man or woman, hee or shee soe offending shall pay double the fines imposed by the former 

act. 

 

Document #7* 

Source: Case featuring three escaped indentured servants. Middlesex County, Virginia 5th of 

September, 1681 

 



-It appears to this court that William Richardson, servant to Mr.John Sheppard, runaway and 

was absent from his service six days from Sunday night, the 21st of August, until Friday night 

next following; and the said Mr. John Sheppard appealing to the court that he was compelled 

to be at the charge bringing home the said William Ricahrdson, Joseph Smith and Lewis 

Read, which Richardson does serve his said Master (John Sheppard) for his time of absence 

and for his third part of the said charge, the full term of thirteen and a half months after his first 

time of service is expired with costs 

 

-Ordered that Joseph Smith serves his Master, Mr. John Sheppeard, thirteen and a half 

months after his first time of service is expired, being for his time of absence is running away 

in company of William Richardson and Lewis Read, and for his third part of the charge 

prosecuting and bringing them home again with costs.  

 

-Ordered that Lewis Read do serve his Master, Mr. John Sheppard, thirteen and a half months 

after his first time of service is expired, being for the cause ut supra(as previously described). 

 

Rubric: 

Reporting 
Category  

Scoring Criteria 

Thesis 
(0-1 points) 

0 points  
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Responds to the prompt with a historically 
defensible thesis/claim that establishes a line of 
reasoning. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes   



Responses that do not earn this point:  
• Are not historically defensible. 
 • Only restate or rephrase the prompt. 
 • Do not respond to the prompt. 
 • Do not establish a line of reasoning. 
 • Are overgeneralized. 
 
Examples that do not earn this point: 
 
Do not focus on the topic of the prompt 
 • “Slavery's newfound presence in Colonial 
America would go on to haunt the future nation’s 
history.”  
 
Provide a historically defensible claim, but 
do not establish a line of reasoning  
• “Indentured servants were very important to the 
economy of Colonial Virginia.” 
 
 Provide a restatement of the prompt  
• “Views on race evolved as time progressed in 
Colonial Virginia.” 
 
 

Responses that earn this point: 
•Provide a historically defensible thesis or claim 
about the evolution of views on race in Colonial 
Virginia. The thesis or claim must either provide 
some indication of the reason for making that claim 
OR establish categories of the argument. 
 
Examples that earn this point: 
Establish a line of reasoning with analytic 
categories  
•”Views about race in Colonial Virginia were shaped 
by the profitability of slavery in plantation 
economies, legal attempts at controlling servants’ 
acts of defiance, and emerging beliefs of racial 
superiority.” 
 
Establish a line of reasoning that evaluates the 
topic of the prompt with analytic categories  
• “While some historians may argue that the 
evolving view of race in Colonial Virginia were 
primarily fueled by religious beliefs held by English 
settlers and elite, the most important reason for 
changing views in race can be attributed to the 
profitability of slavery, legal attempts at controlling 
servants’ acts of defiance, and emerging beliefs of 
racial superiority.” 
 
Establish a line of reasoning 
• “Racial views in Colonial Virginia evolved as a 
result of the increased presence and profitability of 
slavery.” (minimally acceptable thesis/claim) 

, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reporting 
Category  

Scoring Criteria 

Contextualization 
(0-1 points) 

0 points  
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Responds to the prompt with a historically 
defensible thesis/claim that establishes a line of 
reasoning. 



Decision Rules and Scoring Notes   

Responses that do not earn this point:  
 • Are not historically defensible. 
 • Only restate or rephrase the prompt. 
 • Do not respond to the prompt. 
 • Do not establish a line of reasoning. 
 • Are overgeneralized. 
 
Examples that do not earn this point 
Do not provide context relevant to the 
topic of the prompt  
• “Fur trade stimulated French expansion 
along the Mississippi River.”  
 
Provide a passing phrase or reference  
• “Slavery happened in Virginia.”  

Responses that earn this point: 
 •Accurately describe a context relevant to the 
evolution of views on race in Colonial Virginia 
 
Examples of relevant context that earn this point 
include the following, if 
appropriate elaboration is provided: 
•The impact of Transcontinental Slave Trade on 
Europeans colonies in North America 
•Religious beliefs of 17th century English settlers as 
relates to slavery(i.e., Puritans, Anglican, Quakers, 
etc.) 
•The origins and role of Bacon’s Rebellion in the 
colony of Virginia 
•17th- and 18th-century law tying slavery to race 
(i.e., partus sequitur ventrem) 
•The centrality of tobacco to Virginia’s economy 
•Racial attitudes during the first half of the 17th 
century and in the 18th century 
•The role of Indigenous Nations in the expansion of 
the Colony of Virginia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reporting Category Scoring Criteria 

Evidence (0-3 
points) 

Evidence from the Documents 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for 
one point 

1 point  
Uses the content of at 
least three documents to 
address the topic of the 
prompt 

2 points  
Supports an argument in 
response to the prompt using 
at least four documents 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 

Responses that do not earn 
points:  
• Use evidence from less than 
three of the documents  
• Misinterpret the content of 

Responses that earn 1 
point:  
• Accurately describe—
rather than simply quote— 
the content from at least 

Responses that earn 2 
points:  
• Support an argument in 
response to the prompt by 
accurately using the content 



the document 
 • Quote, without an 
accompanying description, of 
the content of the documents  
• Address documents 
collectively rather than 
considering separately the 
content of each document  
 
 
 

three of the documents to 
address the causes of the 
evolution of views on race 
in Colonial Virginia.  
 
Examples of describing 
the content of a 
document:  
 
Describe evidence from 
the documents relevant 
to the topic but do not 
use that evidence to 
support an argument 
•(Document 8): “The 
document discusses 
indentured servants' 
punishments in court.” 
 
•(Document 3) “The 
document demonstrates 
the enslavers’ desire to 
capture runaway slaves.” 
 

of at least four documents.  
 
Examples of supporting an 
argument using the 
content of a document: 
• (Document 8) “Although the 
captured runaways have time 
added onto their sentences 
as punishment, their contract 
one day ending spells the 
loss of laborers. This 
showcases the advantage of 
enslavement, owning 
someone’s servitude for life.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reporting 
Category 

Category Scoring Criteria 

Row C 
(continued) 

Evidence beyond the Documents:  

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Uses at least one additional piece of specific 
historical evidence (beyond that found in the 
documents) relevant to an argument in response 
to the prompt. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 

Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Provide evidence that is not relevant to an 
argument about the prompt. 

Responses that earn 1 point: 
• Must use at least one specific piece of historical 
evidence relevant to an argument about the evolution 



• Provide evidence that is outside the time 
period or region specified in the prompt. 
• Repeat information that is specified in the 
prompt or in any of the documents. 
• Provide a passing phrase or reference. 

of views on race in Colonial Virginia. 
 
Examples of specific and relevant evidence 
beyond the documents that earn this point 
include the 
following, if appropriate elaboration is provided: 
• House of Burgesses 
• The Great Awakening 
• Spanish Casta System 
• Anglo-Powhatan Wars 
• Carolina Colony 
• Maryland 
• Caribbean plantations 
• Bastardy Laws  
• Middle Passage 
• Puritans 
• French and Indian War 
• Bacon’s Rebellion 
 
Examples of evidence beyond the documents 
relevant to an argument about the prompt: 
• “Indigenous people’s resistance to the expansion of 
English settlements would be a contributing factor for 
how views of race were shaped in regards to 
Indigenous peoples.” (Uses a piece of evidence 
beyond the documents to make a connection to an 
argument about the prompt)  

 


