
DBQ Activity 
 
In this activity, you’ll learn to apply your DBQ skills to a writing prompt about the Columbian Exchange. Try 
to use as many sources as possible to help you answer the question! 
 
Directions: The following question is based on the accompanying Documents A-F. This activity will 
help you understand how to write an essay on the following topic. A DBQ generally integrates your 
analysis of the documents; in no case should documents simply be cited and explained in “laundry 
list” fashion. You may refer to historical facts and developments not mentioned in the documents. 
 
Historical Background: In the late 1400s, European explorers “found” the North American continent. 
Native American peoples who were already living in North America had created a system of 
government and society that rivaled Europe’s. The cultural exchange between the “New World” and 
the “Old World” (North America and Europe, respectively) is often called the Columbian Exchange. 
This is in reference to Christopher Columbus.  
 
Task: Analyze the positive and negative effects of exchange between Europe and the 
New World. 
 
Writing a DBQ: Step-by-step 
As Dory once said, “Just keep swimming!” 
 
Step 1: Read the historical background and decode the task question. What is the task asking you to 
do/answer? Are there any limiting factors, like time period or location? What do you know about this topic 
already? 
 
Step 2: Read the documents and analyze! In this exercise, we’ll be answering questions, but this is what you’ll 
have to learn to teach yourself over the course of the year. This step will take some time initially, but it’s 
important to learn this if you want to be successful!  
 
As you read and examine each document, you need to do three things: 
1. Answer the scaffolding question(s) below each document. What do you think the document/author is trying 
to say? 
 
2. Label each document based on what topic you think it would best fit with: “P” for positive, “N” for 
negative.  
 
3. Fill out the chart/outline below.  
 
Document A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Question for Doc. A: What was happening in the Spanish colonies? Who was being enslaved? 
 
 
 
 
 
Document B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question for Doc. B: What does the source information tell you about where the schools are located? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Document C 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question for Doc. C: What was the most significant factor in the decline of Indian populations? Where did 
it come from? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document D 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question for Doc. D: Why did Europeans like Columbus set sail for the “new world”? Should Columbus be 
blamed for the destruction of native populations? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Document E 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question for Doc. E: What other civilizations were negatively affected by disease? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Document F 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question for Doc. F: What did Europe receive from the Americas, and the Americas receive from 
Europeans? 
 
 
 
 
 
Step 4: Outline 
 
 Before you begin writing your essay, you should always create some sort of outline. You don’t need to 
necessarily follow the format below (use what works best for you), but you should have an outline containing 
all of the same parts. This helps for ease of information access/thoughts as you write your essay in a timed 
situation. In your body paragraphs, you should use most if not all of your documents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Historical context sentence: 
 
 
Thesis: 

BODY PARAGRAPH 1 Topic:     Outside info (bullet points): 
 
List documents you would use to support: 

BODY PARAGRAPH 2 Topic:     Outside info (bullet points): 
 
List documents you would use to support: 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step 5: Read the following information. You may use this information to help complete the chart above. 
 
Introductions 

Start by writing your historical context sentence, then 2-3 sentences that set up examples you plan to 
talk about in your essay. These should be in your outline at this point. For this essay, it may be good to have 
one sentence set up your positive effects and another about negative effects. The last sentence should be your 
thesis, answering all parts of the task question within a sentence. 
 
Body paragraphs 

You should have at least one body paragraph of 4-5 sentences for each part of the task question. Your 
body paragraphs should contain a balance (about 50%) of information from the documents and background 
information.  This should help prove your thesis. 

Each body paragraph should start with a topic sentence, related to your thesis. Then, get into the 
substance of your essay. You should have multiple sentences any time that you use a document and/or bring 
in an example of outside information.  

Remember to use transition phrases or sentences between documents/changing topics. This means 
writing a sentence starter like, “Another negative effect…” or “Although x occurred…” Any time you change 
topics, ALWAYS use a transition phrase/sentence, being sure not to end abruptly.  
 
Conclusions 

Conclusions should be easy because you really don’t have to say anything new. Restate your thesis in 
different words, then summarize each of the topics you discussed. Finally, wrap-up the entire essay with one 
good concluding sentence: make sure it isn’t cheesy (read it…if it sounds lame, it probably is).  
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CONCLUSION 
 
Related thesis: 
 
 
Final points: 

BODY PARAGRAPH 3 Topic:     Outside info (bullet points): 
 
List documents you would use to support: 


