
 

 

 
 

 

 

  

AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Scoring Guidelines and Notes 

for Document-Based Question
 
Evaluate the extent to which English colonial societies in the 
New England and Chesapeake regions prior to 1700 were 
similar to each other. 

Curriculum Framework Alignment 

Learning Objectives Disciplinary Practices 
and Reasoning Skills 

Key 
Concepts 

MIG-1.0 – Explain the causes 
of migration to colonial 
North America and, later, 
the United States, and 
analyze immigration’s 
effects on U.S. society. 

Targeted Skill: Comparison 

Additional Skills: 
Analyzing Historical 
Evidence: Primary Sources 
Argument Development 
Contextualization 

2.1.II 

Scoring Guidelines 
Maximum Possible Points: 7 

Please note: 

Å Each point of the rubric is earned independently, e.g., a 
student could earn the point for argument development 
without earning the point for thesis. 

Å Unique evidence from the student response is required 
to earn each point, e.g., evidence in the student response 
that qualifies for the contextualization point, could not 
be used to earn the point for the point for sourcing the 
documents. 

A. 	Thesis/Claim (0–1) 
Thesis/Claim: Responds to the prompt with a historically 
defensible thesis/claim that establishes a line of 
reasoning. (1 point) 

1 point	 To earn this point, the thesis must make a claim 
that responds to the prompt rather than restating or 
rephrasing the prompt. The thesis must consist of 
one or more sentences located in one place, either in 
the introduction or the conclusion. 

Scoring Note: Neither the introduction nor the conclusion is 
necessarily limited to a single paragraph. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 1 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

B. Contextualization: Describes a broader historical context 
relevant to the prompt. (1 point) 

1 point To earn this point, the response must relate the 
topic of the prompt to broader historical events, 
developments, or processes that occur before, during, 
or continue after the time frame of the question. This 
point is not awarded for merely a phrase or reference. 

0 points Does not describe the broader historical context or 
only does so with a mere phrase or reference. 

C. EVIDENCE (0–3 pts) 

Evidence from the Documents 

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

OR 

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

0 points	 Merely quotes the documents, does not use the 
documents to address the topic of the prompt, 
misinterprets the documents or utilizes less 
than three. 

Evidence beyond the documents 

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

0 points	 Does not provide evidence beyond the documents or 
evidence is not relevant to the prompt. 

D. Analysis and Reasoning (0–2 pts) 

1 point	 For at least three documents, explains how or why 
the document’s point of view, purpose, historical 
situation, and/or audience is relevant to an 
argument. 

Scoring Note: To earn this point, the response must explain how 
or why (rather than simply identifying) the document’s point 
of view, purpose, historical situation, or audience is relevant to 
an argument about the prompt for each of the three documents 
sourced. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 2 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

1 point	 Demonstrates a complex understanding of the 
historical development that is the focus of the 
prompt, using evidence to corroborate, qualify, or 
modify an argument that addresses the question. 

Scoring Notes: 

A response may demonstrate a complex understanding in a 
variety of ways, such as: 

Å Explaining nuance of an issue by analyzing multiple variables 

Å Explaining both similarity and difference 

Å Explaining relevant and insightful connections within and 
across periods 

Å Confirming the validity of an argument by corroborating 

multiple perspectives across themes
 

Å Qualifying or modifying an argument by considering diverse 
or alternative views or evidence 

This understanding must be part of the argument, not merely a 
phrase or reference. 

On Accuracy: The components of this rubric each require 
that students demonstrate historically defensible content 
knowledge. Given the timed nature of the exam, the essay may 
contain errors that do not detract from the overall quality, as 
long as the historical content used to advance the argument is 
accurate. 

On Clarity: These essays should be considered first drafts and 
thus may contain grammatical errors. Those errors will not be 
counted against a student unless they obscure the successful 
demonstration of the content knowledge and skills described 
above. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 3 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Scoring Notes 
Note: Student samples are quoted verbatim and may contain 
grammatical errors. 

A. Thesis/Claim (0–1pts) 

a) Thesis/Claim 

To earn this point, the thesis must make a claim that responds to 
the prompt rather than restating or rephrasing the prompt. The 
thesis must consist of one or more sentences located in one place, 
either in the introduction or the conclusion. 

Responses earn one point by responding to the question 
with a historically defensible thesis that establishes a line of 
reasoning that compares the societies of New England and the 
Chesapeake. Thesis statements need to demonstrate some 
degree of specificity regarding comparing the New England and 
Chesapeake regions. 

Examples of acceptable thesis: 

Å “Prior to 1700, colonial societies differed greatly by region, 
in the New England area, societies valued community and 
collaboration while colonies in the Chesapeake regions 
were competitive and very hostile.” 

Å “The South and the North developed in very different 
manners. The South was a region that was focused on 
money and monetary gain. The North was more of a 
community founded with a religious core. Despite these 
key differences, both regions developed very defined 
economic classes.” 

Example of unacceptable thesis: 

Å Attempt at a thesis that is too vague “The New England 
region/territory and Chesapeake region/territory had 
similarities as well as differences throughout the 
development of their societies.” 

B. Contextualization (1 Point) 

Describes a broader historical context relevant to the prompt. 
(1 point) 

To earn this point, the response must relate the topic of the 
prompt to broader historical events, developments, or processes 
that occur before, during, or continue after the time frame of 
the question. This point is not awarded for merely a phrase 
or reference. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 4 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Example of acceptable contextualization: 

Å “A large context surrounding the development of these 
two distinct societies is the enclosure movement. As the 
feudal system in England died, lords enclosed their lands, 
displacing thousands upon thousands of people from their 
current residencies and when access to the commons 
was cut off as well, the thousands were left to live as, be 
classified as, and be punished as vagabonds. From this 
“rabble” came the young, poor, mostly male people who 
were willing to sell their freedom to escape their destitute 
destiny in England and to have a second chance at 
owning their own land and labor. Therefore, the enclosure 
movement made the settlement of America possible 
by providing the many cheap hands necessary to work 
vast areas of land, which in turn was necessary for the 
development of both the New England and Chesapeake 
regions.” 

Example of unacceptable contextualization: 

Å “Many people in England were being religiously 
persecuted in the 1600s. This gave an opportunity to those 
people to make their way to a new and “free” country.” 
(This statement needs to be elaborated upon to warrant a 
point for contextualization. If the response had discussed 
the Protestant Reformation or the goals of the Puritans 
to reform the Church of England, then this possibly could 
earn a point in this category.) 

C. Evidence (0–3 pts) 

a) Document Content (1 Point) 

Responses earn one point by using the content of at least 
three documents to address the topic of the prompt. (1 point) 
Responses must accurately describe the document’s content; 
they cannot earn a point by merely quoting or paraphrasing the 
documents with no connection to the topic of the prompt. 

Examples of acceptable use of content from a document to 
address the topic of the prompt: 

Å “In the North, many of the immigrants were Puritan 
families. Document 3, which aims to show the family units 
coming to America, shows that these immigrants were 
united and were Puritan.” 

Å “Document 6 also shows the hostility of the Southern 
colonists. The document shows the Virginia colony 
preparing to fight the Dutch over resources. The document 
shows that the colonists are very protective of their land 
and don’t want to share any of their resources.” 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 5 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Examples of unacceptable use of content from a document to 
address the topic of the prompt: 

Å “The purpose of Document 5 is to show how terrible 
conditions were in the south. People were willing to die to 
get to the better north.” (This does not warrant any credit 
for “use of content from a document” because this is a 
misinterpretation of document 5.) 

Å “Many people came here from other places as seen in 
documents 3 and 4.” (This does not warrant any credit 
for “use of content from a document” because the essay 
does not include any factual information about these two 
documents.) 

OR 

b) Document Content – Supporting an Argument 2 Points 

Responses earn two points by using the content of at least 
six documents to support an argument that responds to the 
prompt. To earn two points, responses must accurately describe 
the document’s content; they cannot earn a point by merely 
quoting or paraphrasing the documents. 

Examples of acceptable use of content from a document to 
support an argument: 

Å “Winthrop spoke to his community because the people 
there sought a new life where they could practice their 
religion. Winthrop spoke to his community in order to 
persuade them that their new lives could be better if they 
all worked together (Document 1). By emphasizing the 
idea that they must work “together,” he tried to promote 
a peaceful and equal environment so everyone could live 
happily.” (This response is using the content of document 1 
to explain the different senses of community in the New 
England and Chesapeake regions.) 

Å “In the Chesapeake society, the lack of community often 
caused conflict. Before even arriving at the colony, John 
Smith experienced major conflict (Document 5). Because 
of the difficult journey and the competition for the limited 
resources, which continued into the colony, conflict 
continually broke out.” (This is part of a paragraph about 
conflict in the New England and Chesapeake regions. 
The response uses the content of Document 5, along with 
the content of two other documents, to demonstrate the 
differences in conflict resolution in both regions.) 

Examples of unacceptable use of content from a document to 
support an argument: 

Å “Document 1 is John Winthrop’s famous speech about a 
‘city upon a hill.’ He says that the Puritans should look 
out for each other and work together to be a model of 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 6 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

Christian charity and if they don’t live up to these ideals 
then they will shame God.” (This statement merely 
addresses the content of the document and does not 
elaborate on how this document supports an argument 
about the similarities or differences between the New 
England and the Chesapeake regions.) 

Å “Document 6’s purpose was to show how people living in 
the south felt about where they lived. People were afraid 
to leave their houses because of the Indians. This doc also 
showed how almost the entirety of the south was made up 
of slaves and indentured servants. The government knew 
that they treated these people so terribly they would turn 
and fight for the enemy if they were given the chance.” 
(This statement merely paraphrases the content from 
Document 6 and does not elaborate on how this document 
supports an argument about the similarities or differences 
between the New England and the Chesapeake regions.) 

c) Evidence beyond the Documents 

Å Responses earn one point for using at least one additional 
piece of specific historical evidence (beyond that found in 
the documents) relevant to an argument about comparing 
and contrasting the colonial societies in the New England 
and Chesapeake regions. (1 point) To earn this point, the 
evidence must be described with more than a phrase 
or reference. This additional piece of evidence must be 
different from the evidence used to earn the point for 
contextualization. 

Examples of acceptable use of an additional piece of specific 
historical evidence: 

Å “In New England, the society was often a restricted 
community, which emphasized togetherness in religion. In 
turn, they resolved problems together, often condemning 
criminals in a public forum, like what happened in the 
Salem Witch Trials, where individuals were accused of 
practicing witchcraft.” 

Å “Although they [the Native Americans] were less of a 
threat, the Puritans still had conflict with the natives, 
namely the Pequot War in which the English killed over 
500 Pequot at Mystic River, showing that similar to the 
Chesapeake colonies, New England also had troubles with 
the Indians.” 

Example of unacceptable use of an additional piece of specific 
historical evidence: 

Å “Colonists also faced conflict with native groups, as 
described in Document 6. These conflicts often ended 
with events such as Bacon’s Rebellion.” (While Bacon’s 
Rebellion could be an excellent piece of evidence beyond 
the documents, the response does not elaborate on this 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 7 
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AP U.S. HISTORY EXAM SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

rebellion or connect this evidence to its thesis or argument. 
This is simply an example of name-dropping a fact, without 
really showing an understanding of what this event was or 
why it was significant.) 

D. Analysis and Reasoning (0–2 Points) 

a) Sourcing 

Responses earn one point by explaining how or why the 
point of view, purpose, historical situation, and/or audience 
of at least three documents is relevant to an argument about 
comparing and contrasting the societies of New England and 
the Chesapeake and the reasons for these similarities and 
differences. (1 point) 

Example of acceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
document’s point of view: 

Å “Document 6 shows the disunity of the communities in the 
South when Virginia is being attacked by both Indians and 
the Dutch, the Royal governor was worried about people 
turning their backs on Virginia and joining the enemies. 
Document 6 aims to show the lack of loyalty in Virginia.” 

Example of unacceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
document’s point of view: 

Å “John Smith recalled the “gold seekers” who only 
wished to make money in America (Document 5). As 
a former indentured servant he had sympathy for his 
fellow workers, but the conflicts between them and the 
plantation owners prevented true communities from 
forming in this region.” (This response is attempting insight 
into John Smith’s point of view, however it is not correct 
that John Smith had sympathy for his fellow workers 
because he was once an indentured servant.) 

Example of acceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
purpose: 

Å “In the Articles of Agreement in Massachusetts, their 
agreement stated, “we intend that our town shall be 
composed of forty families . . . rich and poor” (Document 2). 
This explains the structure of family life brought to the 
New England colonies. The purpose of the Articles of 
Agreement was for these Puritan men to explain how they 
wanted to organize their town in order to promote a long-
lasting colony for England.” 

Example of unacceptable explanation of the relevance of 
the purpose: 

Å “In Document 3, the purpose is to show the multiple 
large families that came to settle in New England.” 
(The purpose of writing this document was not to show 
how New England’s population was full of families. The 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 8 
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response seems to be discussing the author of this DBQ 
question and that person’s purpose for including Document 3 
in this selection of documents.) 

Examples of acceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
historical situation of a document: 

Å “John Winthrop describes in A Model of Christian Charity 
how he intended the colony to be “a city upon a hill” 
(Document 1). He knew that the city would serve as an 
example to other religious settlements to come and that 
England would be watching to see if the Puritans were 
successful. The historical context of this document is that 
the Puritans wanted to reform the Church of England, and 
in doing so, establish a perfect utopian society.” 

Example of unacceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
historical situation of a document: 

Å “In 1635, at the time of the creation of Document 3, many 
Christian families were immigrating to Northern British 
North America because the region’s lessened need for 
manual labor in the fields made it a more suitable location 
for women and children.” (While this is an attempt at 
discussing the historical situation of document 3, the 
statement is not entirely factually accurate.) 

Example of acceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
audience: 

Å “Virginia’s governor Berkeley wrote to the royal officials 
back in England to explain why Virginia was not yet 
successful. Berkeley told these officials that Virginia 
could not successfully fight off the Indians and the Dutch 
because their terrain was difficult to defend and the 
servants lacked loyalty to the colony. Berkeley needed to 
be very convincing to his audience to justify the lack of 
returns on their investments in Virginia.” 

Example of unacceptable explanation of the relevance of the 
audience: 

Å “Nathaniel Bacon’s audience was the Indians he was 
about to attack. He wanted to explain his feelings 
about them and why they deserved to be driven from 
Virginia.” (This is a misinterpretation of Bacon’s audience. 
This manifesto was not written for the Native American 
population.) 

b) Complexity 

Responses earn one point by demonstrating a complex 
understanding of the historical development that is the focus of 
the prompt, using evidence to corroborate, qualify, or modify an 
argument that addresses similarities and differences in the 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 9 
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development of English colonial societies in the New England 
and the Chesapeake regions. (1 point) A response may 
demonstrate a complex understanding in a variety of ways, 
such as: 

Å Explaining nuance of an issue by analyzing multiple 
variables 

Å Explaining both similarities and differences, or explaining 
both continuity and change, or explaining multiple causes, 
or explaining both causes and effects 

Å Explaining relevant and insightful connections within and 
across periods 

Å Confirming the validity of an argument by corroborating 
multiple perspectives across themes 

Å Qualifying or modifying an argument by considering 
diverse or alternative views or evidence 

This understanding must be part of the argument, not merely a 
phrase or reference. 

Ways of demonstrating complex understanding for this prompt 
might include: 

Å Explaining both the similarities and the differences 
between the English colonial societies in the New England 
and Chesapeake regions. 

Å Explaining how the differing development of the New 
England and Chesapeake regions would lead to ongoing 
differences in American society, particularly sectional 
strife and the Civil War. 

Å Examining how economic developments in New England 
and the Chesapeake connect to political changes in the 
two regions. 

Examples of acceptable demonstration of a complex 
understanding: 

Å “As shown in the New England colony’s list of immigrants 
(Document 3), families came to the New World together. 
Mostly married women and men and their servants and 
children, were brought to this new continent . . . . On 
the other hand, migrants to the Chesapeake region were 
mostly single men (Document 4). Lured by the prospect of 
free land put forth to encourage settlers, these men were 
largely self-sufficient and alone.” (This response is part of 
a cohesive essay that clearly discusses both differences and 
similarities of the New England and Chesapeake regions. 
This part of the response uses the evidence to corroborate 
its argument that different people who had different goals 
founded the two regions.) 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 10 
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Å “Despite the many fundamental differences between 
the North and the South both had economic hierarchies. 
Document 2 shows that there were many poor people in 
society in the North. Although it shows how the core of 
New England’s society was religion, it also displayed the 
fact that there were poor people in society. Not everyone 
was rich. Similarly, in the South, there were many poor 
people. Document 5 reveals the fact that many people 
came to the South with very little money. In both regions, 
there were a variety of economic classes.” (This response 
also uses historical evidence to craft a cohesive essay 
proving the similarities and differences of the two colonial 
regions. In the excerpt above, the response qualifies an 
earlier argument that the northern and southern colonies 
were quite different by stating that “despite the many 
fundamental differences,” the regions also shared some 
common problems. The response then uses the evidence 
found in Documents 2 and 5 to corroborate the argument 
that both regions shared economic inequalities.) 

Example of unacceptable demonstration of a complex 
understanding: 

Å “In document 1, John Winthrop the Governor of 
Massachusetts portrayed Massachusetts as a tightly knit 
community. . . . In document 2, the Articles of Agreement 
of Springfield, Massachusetts show that everyone works 
for each other. . . . Document 3 shows . . . In document 4. . . 
Document 5 also shows . . . “(This response does not 
develop a cohesive argument. Rather, the student broadly 
describes the documents, in order, to create a “laundry
list” approach to using the documents and answering the 
question.) 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 11 
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Document Summaries
 
The following pages present the DBQ documents along with 
the key aspects of each that students might offer in support of 
their arguments. Also provided are some of the major subjects, 
concepts, themes, or processes mentioned in the course that 
students might use to contextualize their arguments. 

Document 1 

Source: John Winthrop, Puritan Governor of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, A Model of Christian Charity, written on board the 
Arbella on the Atlantic Ocean, 1630. 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i Rich and poor must work together to fulfill God’s 
purpose 

i Colonists will need to take on each other’s problems 
and treat each other with patience and liberality 

i The Massachusetts Bay Colony will be a “city upon a 
hill” and will serve as an example to all people. 

Example of author’s point of view: 

Å Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay colony, 
directs the colonists to serve God by being community-
minded and conscious of Puritan ideals. 

Example of author’s purpose: 

Å John Winthrop is explaining the values that would guide 
Puritan settlements. 

Examples of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss the early English colonization 
efforts in the New World, utopian colonization ideas, or the 
rise of Puritan dissenters from the Anglican church. 

Example of audience: 

Å The audience is the Puritans en route to New England. 

Document 2 

Source: Articles of Agreement, written and signed by eight 
Puritan men, Springfield, Massachusetts, 1636. 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i Puritan men reached an agreement for articles and 
orders for Springfield, MA. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 12 
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i They agree to find a godly minister for their community. 

i They agree that their town will have 40 families. 

i Rich and poor will all receive a fair house lot and all will 
share the planting grounds. 

Example of author’s point of view: 

Å The authors, Puritan settlers, seek to create spiritual 
principles for their community and establish social 
egalitarianism among themselves. 

Example of author’s purpose: 

Å The authors are describing the principles of how the town 
should be organized. 

Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss the rise of similar towns in 

New England as colonists move outward from 

Massachusetts Bay into the interior.
 

Document 3 

Source: John Porter, Deputy Clerk, Ship’s list of Emigrants Bound 
for New England from Weymouth, the 20th of March, 1635. 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i A ship’s list of emigrants bound for New England 

i A preponderance of the emigrants are families 

Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss the growth of the New England 
colonies, the Protestant Reformation, economic issues, or 
the enclosure movement. 

Document 4 

Source: Ship’s List of Emigrants Bound for Virginia prior to July 
1635 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i A ship’s list of emigrants bound for Virginia 

i Mostly young men are emigrating to Virginia, very few 
women are on board the ship. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 13 
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Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss the role of the Virginia Company, 
joint-stock companies, and previous royal efforts to explore 
and colonize North America. They could also mention 
religious and political turmoil in England, economic issues, 
or the enclosure movement. 

Document 5 

Source: Captain John Smith, leader of the Virginia colony, 
History of Virginia, 1624 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i Commanders abused their fellow colonists by 
overcharging them for supplies. 

i Cold and lack of food killed many early settlers 

i Smith tried to help the settlers with provisions and 
stopped the plot of two councilors to abandon them 

Example of author’s point of view: 

Å The author, the leader of the colony, justifies his leadership and 
condemns the irresponsible behavior of the early colonists. 

Example of author’s purpose: 

Å The purpose is to entertain the reading audience, or 
possibly to defend Smith’s actions. 

Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss previous English colonization 
attempts, the Virginia Company, joint-stock companies, 
religious and political turmoil in England, economic issues, 
or the enclosure movement. 

Document 6 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i Governor Berkeley is defending (or excusing) the 
colony’s inability to fight off Dutch invaders and Indians. 

i There are too many rivers to defend and not enough 
men to defend them 

i Indebted men might be persuaded to assist the 
invaders. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 14 
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Example of author’s point of view: 

Å The author, the leader of the colony, justifies his leadership 
and condemns the irresponsible behavior of the early 
colonists. 

Example of author’s purpose: 

Å The purpose is to seek additional military support for 
Virginia 

Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss previous English colonization 
attempts, the Virginia Company, joint-stock companies, 
religious and political turmoil in England, economic issues, 
or the enclosure movement. 

Document 7 

Source: Nathaniel Bacon, colonist and leader of a rebellious 
volunteer militia in Virginia, “Manifesto,” 1676. 

Summary of key points explaining content of source or 
argument made by the author: 

i Bacon is complaining that wealthy leaders in Virginia 
have stolen from the poor. 

i Bacon also claims that the colony’s leaders have 
protected the Indians. 

Example of author’s point of view: 

Å The author, the leader of a rebellion, blames colonial 
leaders for widening social inequalities and defending 
Native Americans. 

Example of author’s purpose: 

Å The purpose is to justify Bacon’s actions and state 

opposition to colonial policies.
 

Example of historical situation: 

Å Students could discuss the growth of the Virginia colony, 
the widening social inequality within the colony, conflicts 
with Native Americans, and Bacon’s Rebellion itself. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 15 
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