
 Rewriting the DBQ Essay 
Directions : In order to help you to improve your writing and your grade, I am allowing you to do a rewrite of your 
Decline of the Roman Empire essay. For those who scored lower than an 80, this is a requirement. Using the Major 
Common Issues and Abbreviations listed below, review your essay and my feedback, and use this information to 
rewrite your essay. I will not be re-grading your essay from scratch. Rather, I will give you up to ten points back on 
your essay based on how well you address the feedback and improve your essay. You must submit your original essay 
with my feedback stapled to the back of your rewrite. See the rubric below for clarification. If you do not understand 
my comments or have other questions, email me directly at pcasey@maspethhighschool.org. 
 

Essay Rewrite Rubric 
10 8 6 4 2 0 

Addressed all 
teacher feedback 

on essay. 
Dramatically 

improved essay in 
terms of 

addressing of the 
task, clarity, 

organization, use 
and explanation of 

key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

Addressed almost 
all teacher feedback 

on essay. 
Significantly 

improved essay in 
terms of 

addressing of the 
task, clarity, 

organization, use 
and explanation of 

key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

Addressed most 
teacher feedback 

on essay. 
Somewhat 

improved essay in 
terms of 

addressing of the 
task, clarity, 

organization, use 
and explanation of 

key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

Addressed some 
teacher feedback 
on essay. Partially 
improved essay in 

terms of 
addressing of the 

task, clarity, 
organization, use 

and explanation of 
key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

Did not address 
most teacher 

feedback on essay. 
Slightly improved 
essay in terms of 
addressing of the 

task, clarity, 
organization, use 

and explanation of 
key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

Addressed almost 
none or none of 

the teacher 
feedback on essay. 

Improved essay 
negligibly if at all in 

terms of 
addressing of the 

task, clarity, 
organization, use 

and explanation of 
key vocabulary, 
support, and 
mechanics. 

 

Major Common Issues 
Support, Analyze, Connect The biggest factor in taking 
your essay from the 3 level to the 4 or 5 level is to do more than just 
list examples and recall events. When writing a history essay, it is 
your job to ANALYZE, to explain the how and why, really helping 
the reader understand the interconnected processes taking place that 
make history happen the way it happens. To do that, you need to 
make sure you really explain things clearly by identifying step-by-
step connections, pointing out causes and effects, and using and 
defining key terms. It is also important that you support your 
explanation with details, not just quickly summarizing and moving 
on. Finally, you show analysis by connecting these individual events 
to each other and to the big picture, the task of the paragraph, by 
explicitly pointing out the connections. Remember, even though I am the one reading these essays, you should write 
them for a reader that knows nothing about the topic, requiring you to cover everything thoroughly and completely. 
After citing a document, don’t just say, “this shows” and rephrase. Clarify if necessary, but further, do some analysis, 
explain how it fits into the process you are describing and connect it to your next thought. 
 

Cit ing Documents VS Outside Info Some people cited the documents improperly, or did not 
properly introduce or analyze the documents they cited, but by far the biggest citation issue was citing OI as if they 
were documents. There are only THREE official documents for this DBQ Essay. Any other readings you have are 
simply to give you more information. They CANNOT be cited at all in the essay. Please refer to the citation 
instructions on your DBQ Essay Writing Guide for more specific directions and the official documents, both attached. 
 
 

Suggested Essay Structure 
Introduction 
   • Introduce Theme 
   • Introduce Topic 
   • Introduce Task 
Task One: Historical Circumstances - Identify and explain 
   • Background problems that weakened Rome 
   • Efforts made to fix the Empire and why they failed 
   • Immediate causes for the collapse of the West 
Task Two: Influencing Change - Identify and explain 
   • Condition of the West after the fall 
   • Continued existence of the Empire in the East 
Conclusion 
   • Identify key understandings gained about Rome 
   • Apply them generally to theme 



Essay Feedback Abbreviations 
• TNA = Task Not Addressed. This is a comment that applies to the body paragraph as a whole. It means that the required task for 

that paragraph, as outlined in the bullet points, was either partially or completely left unaddressed. In other words, you never 
actually explained the main thing you were supposed to explain. Make sure you fully address all aspects of the task.  

• OT = Off Task. Similar to TNA but for a specific point in the paragraph, OT means you are not responding to the task outlined in 
the bullet points. You are writing about something other than what this paragraph is supposed to be about. Check your bullet points 
and get back on track! 

• IR = Irrelevant. Similar to OT, but usually for smaller cases where you have just inserted an idea that does not belong because it 
does not connect to the overall goal of the paragraph. Any details you provide should be supporting details, not just random facts. 

• IA = Inaccurate. You have your facts wrong. What you said is not correct.  
• WP = Wrong Paragraph. What you are discussing belongs in this essay, but you are addressing the task for a different paragraph, 

so move this to the correct paragraph. 
• How? Why? = How? Why? Pretty straightforward. You made a statement or claim but you never explained it further, particularly 

how or why it is the case. 
• C/E = Cause and Effect. Very similar to “How? Why?” but used in more general cases to mean that you need to explain how one 

thing leads to another rather than just listing events in the order they happen. You may also see this written next to two connected 
events, meaning you have to explain the connection. 

• + = Say More. You brought up something good, but you moved on without discussing it fully. Go further, explain in more depth, or 
finish the thought. 

• SD = Supporting Details. You may have made a good point, but you need to back it up with more relevant examples and details. 
Make sure they actually support your point! 

• UC = Unclear. You are being too vague, or you are not explaining things fully, or for some other reason your meaning is not 
coming across. Write with the reader in mind, and make sure they understand you. 

• ? = What? I am confused. Either what you wrote does not make sense, or I can’t figure out what you are trying to say, or I just 
don’t know what is going on. 

• WC = Word Choice. You used a word, or you used wording, that needs to be changed. It may be inappropriate, unprofessional in 
tone, unclear, or inaccurate. You need to reword this. 

• V = Vocabulary. A more specific version of WC above, this means that you should have used a vocabulary term that we learned in 
class to describe something. 

• D = Define. You mentioned a good vocabulary term, but you need to explain what it means to the reader, 
• OR = Order/Organization. Your information may be all fine, but it seems to be out of order or in some way unorganized. Reread 

this part and fix the order to be clearer and more organized.  
• R = Repetition. You just said that, and now you’re saying it again. 
• DAQ = Don’t Ask Questions. Posing a question can be an interesting attention grabber, but it does not belong in your History 

paper. Find more professional phrasing for the same idea. 
• SP = Spelling. You spelled something wrong. 
• M = Mechanics. Any problems other than spelling, including grammatical, punctuation, and capitalization errors, use of 

contractions, or use of inappropriate symbols such as parentheses, slashes, bold, underline, italics, or in the case of thematic 
essays, quotation marks. 

• TTT = Theme, Topic, Task. Used only for the introduction and conclusion, a reminder to make sure you are addressing in some 
way all three necessary aspects of the thematic essay introduction and conclusion. You may not be missing all of them, but you are 
at least missing one of them.  

• US = Unsupported. You are making a claim that you never support or mentioning some information as if it has already been 
mentioned when it has not. Used often in the introduction and conclusion when something that was never addressed in the body 
paragraphs is presented as a key point of the essay. 

• ✓  = Good! You explained something very well, brought up a great example, or I just really liked what you wrote here! 
• X = Not Good. If something has an X through it, it means there must be something wrong with it. 
• UPT = Unprofessional Tone. The way you are writing, or some of the words or expressions you are using, are not appropriate for 

a historical essay. Use more professional and mature language and style. 
• MKI = Missing Key Information. You may be addressing the task somewhat, but there are major points or examples that you are 

leaving out of your essay that should be there. 
• CTT = Connect to Task. You may be including very important and relevant examples, but you have to show why they are 

important and relevant in terms of the task. Make sure the reader understands how the information you are presenting relates to 
the bullet point you are addressing in the paragraph. 

• WAYQ = Why Are You Quoting? This is a Regents-style essay. There should be no quoting in this essay except for official DBQ 
documents. You can get information from outside sources but you need to write entirely in your own words. 

• DCI = Document Cited Improperly. You cited from the correct provided documents, but made some mistake in format. 
• LC = Lacking Context. You brought up some information without explaining to the reader what it is or why it is significant. You 

need to add some clarification and context so the reader will understand your reference. 
• AT = Abrupt Trasition. You jumped from one topic to another, suddenly changing focus, usually without completing the first 

thought and/or without clearly introducing the second. There may or may not be a need for C/E, or perhaps you may be MKI. 
• TS = Topic Sentence. When starting your body paragraph, you probably jumped right into an example or your first point. Instead, 

you should begin with a broad sentence that covers the full content of the paragraph before going into specifics. 
 



OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS!!! 
OFFICIAL DOCUMENT 2 
... By the middle of the second century Italy [within the Roman Empire] was in a state of decline. By the time of 
Diocletian, at the opening of the fourth century, decay was apparent throughout the empire. Commerce had largely 
disappeared owing to (because of) the lack of customers, to piracy on the seas, and to insecurity of the roads on land. 
Generally speaking, purchasing power at that time was confined to the public officials, to the army officers, and to the 
great landowners. Trade in the everyday objects of daily use had all but disappeared, but trade in luxuries prospered. The 
cities in the west, omitting (except for) the places where government centered, were usually in decline; their commercial 
and industrial classes had disappeared, the old traders having been replaced by the traveling eastern merchant, of whom 
the Syrian was the most notorious. Foreign trade was sharply curtailed (cut short). At various times the government 
attempted to prohibit the export of various commodities (trade goods), among them wine, oil, grain, salt, arms, iron, and 
gold. With this curbing (reducing) of exports there was also an effort made to control certain imports such as is evidenced 
by the state monopoly in silk. These two movements hampered (reduced, weakened) commercial contracts outside the 
empire and all but killed what was left of foreign trade.... 
Source: Louis C. West, “The Economic Collapse of the Roman Empire,” The Classical Journal, November 1932 
 

OFFICIAL DOCUMENT 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OFFICIAL DOCUMENT 3 
... As western Europe fell to the Germanic invasions, imperial power shifted to the Byzantine Empire, that is, the eastern 
part of the Roman Empire, with its capital at Constantinople. The eastern provinces of the former Roman Empire had 
always outnumbered those in the west. Its civilization was far older and it had larger cities, which were also more 
numerous than in the west.... 
Source: Steven Kreis, The History Guide: Lectures on Ancient and Medieval European History, Lecture 17, History 
Guide online 



DBQ	Essays:	The	Basics	
• The	DBQ	essay	is	all	about	showing	that	you	can	analyze	sources,	and	then	use	the	information	from	those	

sources,	along	with	your	own	outside	information,	to	respond	to	the	task.	
• The	examples	you	use	from	the	documents	must	be	cited,	and	cited	correctly	(as	explained	below).		
• It	is	not	enough	just	to	repeat	what	the	documents	say.	You	must	add	your	own	further	analysis,	clearly	

explaining	how	the	information	from	the	document	relates	back	to	the	task	bullet	point.	
• Aside	from	the	inclusion	of	documents,	the	DBQ	Essay	is	structurally	the	same	as	the	Thematic:	

o You	must	have	an	introduction	and	a	conclusion	that	go	beyond	a	restatement	of	the	theme	
o You	must	address	the	task	for	one	topic	first,	then	do	the	same	for	the	other,	rather	than	jumping	

back	and	forth	between	topics.	
o You	must	be	analytical	and	not	just	descriptive,	meaning	you	must	go	beyond	listing	facts	to	explain	

the	connections	between	events	and	establish	cause	and	effect	relationships.	
o You	must	include	rich	social	studies	vocabulary,	and	explain	the	terms	you	use.	
o You	must	avoid	inappropriate	tone,	spelling,	grammar,	punctuation,	and	organization.	

• Your	DBQ	essay	should	include	citations	from	ALL	of	the	documents	as	well	as	at	least	TWO	examples	of	
outside	information	for	EACH	topic	(that	means	FOUR	total)	but	you	are	free	to	include	more.	

	
How	to	Cite	Documents	
There	are	three	parts	to	a	perfect	DBQ	citation.	Study	the	sample	below	(DO	NOT	STEAL	THIS,	I	WILL	KNOW):	
	
Another	reason	why	the	Mongols	were	such	successful	conquerors	was	that	they	were	incredibly	organized.	
According	to	“From	Genghis	to	Kublai”	by	Duane	Damon,	“Organization	was	the	key	to	success	of	the	great	
Mongol	armies.”	Soldiers	were	given	daily	drills	and	every	member	of	the	army	knew	his	role.	(Document	2)	
Due	to	this	training,	the	Mongols	had	an	advantage	over	their	enemies,	who	were	unprepared	for	such	a	
force.	This	allowed	the	Mongols	to	conquer	even	the	most	powerful	Asian	empires.	
		
STEP	ONE:	Present	the	main	point	or	idea	you	want	to	prove	with	your	example	from	the	document.	That	lets	the	
reader	know	what	you	want	them	to	understand	from	the	document.	
STEP	TWO:	Present	information	from	the	document	with	proper	citation.	This	part	also	has	three	steps:	

1. Introduce	the	actual	source	of	the	document	in	sentence	form.		Sources	can	usually	be	found	written	below	
the	documents.	Mention	the	title	and	author	if	both	are	listed.	If	there	is	no	author,	mention	the	publisher	if	
possible.	If	the	document	is	a	graphic	with	no	title,	describe	it.	

2. Provide	information	from	the	source.	If	the	source	is	text	based,	you	can	either	quote	directly	(in	quotes)	or	
paraphrase	(summarize	the	ideas	in	your	own	words).	Short	points	are	better	for	quoting,	while	large	
chunks	are	better	for	paraphrasing	(The	example	above	shows	both	quoting	and	paraphrasing).	If	the	
source	is	a	graphic,	such	as	a	chart,	a	diagram,	or	a	drawing,	describe	the	information	from	the	document.	

3. After	providing	the	information	from	the	document,	write	the	word	document	followed	by	the	document	
number	in	parentheses.	

STEP	THREE:	Provide	your	own	further	clarification	and	analysis.	Explain	the	meaning	of	the	example	from	the	
document	if	necessary,	and	most	importantly,	explain	how	it	connects	back	to	and	proves	your	point	(Step	One)	
and	relates	to	the	Task	(the	bullet	point).	
	
Outside	Information	
While	the	documents	provide	many	great	examples	that	relate	to	the	task,	they	never	tell	the	whole	story.	You,	as	
the	student	of	history,	must	bring	your	own	knowledge	and	understanding	into	the	essay	as	well.	Just	like	with	the	
Thematic	essay,	you	will	have	to	go	back	to	your	textbook	and	class	materials	to	gather	information	for	writing	
your	essay.	You	should	look	for	two	types	of	information	outside	the	documents:	

1. General	information,	like	important	dates,	locations,	and	people,	will	not	all	be	found	within	the	document,	
so	you	should	make	sure	you	have	that	information	to	provide	structure	and	accurate	order	and	
organization	for	your	essay.	You	do	not	have	to	cite	general	information	at	all.	

2. Specific	outside	examples,	in	addition	to	the	ones	mentioned	in	the	documents,	allow	you	to	provide	more	
support	for	your	task,	and	show	that	you	know	about	the	topic	even	without	documents	to	help	you.	You	
should	cite	specific	examples	by	simply	adding	(OI)	to	the	end	of	the	sentence,	which	stands	for	outside	
information.	


