
Introduction to Document Analysis 
One of the key aspects of the document-based question (DBQ) in AP World History is the 

recognition that the document is not neutral information (like a dictionary or phone book). 

The evaluation of the documents as reliable and credible resources is a key to a successful score 

on the DBQ essay. 

A very important part of analyzing a document is determining the Point of View (POV) of the 

author. A person’s POV is made up of their personal frame of reference and the historical 

context in which they live. 

 

Frame of Reference: This is influenced by a person’s gender, occupation, class, education, 

religion, personal interests and other aspects of their being. Examples: supporting the Yankees 

baseball team, being a Texas Longhorn or Texas Aggie, passing the Bar exam, being a nun, 

being the only daughter, growing up wealthy/poor, etc. 

 

Historical Situation: This is made up of the society’s influences on a person. It can be 

societal values, economic pressures, political conditions or other things which influence the 

society. Examples: gas prices, war, theocratic government, revolution, etc. 

There are many aspects of a document that can be considered when determining its reliability as 

a source. The SOAP formula for analysis will focus your thoughts on analyzing a document. 

 

Reading for SOAP: 

S = Speaker Who is the speaker? CORNPEG - class, occupation, religion, nationality, political 

position, ethnic identity, gender. Are they an insider or an outsider? 

 

O = Occasion Is there a current situation of importance (revolution, famine, prison, etc.)? 

 

A = Audience To whom is the piece addressed? It may be a large or small group or one person. 

 

P = Purpose What is the reason for the text, cartoon, etc.? Why was it created? 

By applying the SOAP formula to each document, you will quickly learn to consider the 

POV of the author and assess the document for its reliability and credibility as a source.  

 

 

Not every document will encompass every category. Practice makes perfect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Writing POV Statements: Summary + SOAP 
A POV statement is based on your SOAP analysis of the document. A simple way to 

organize your ideas is to write two sentences that are formulated to cover all aspects of the 

SOAP, this will usually cover the POV requirement. Let’s see how this is done using the 



following example: 

 

Confucius, a philosopher and teacher in China, from The Analects of Confucius, a 

lesson to his students, fifth century B.C.E. 

The object of the superior man is truth, not food. . . . The superior man is anxious lest he should 

not get truth; he is not anxious lest poverty should come upon him… The mind of the superior 

man is conversant with virtue; the mind of the base man is conversant with gain. The superior 

man is modest in his speech, but exceeds in his actions. The superior man has his hatreds. He 

hates those who proclaim the evil of others. He hates the man who, being in a low station, 

slanders his superiors. 

 

Sentence 1: Describe who the speaker (S) is by expanding on the information given in the 

attribution (if all you do is reiterate the attribution given you have not gone far enough) and 

using your own knowledge; then explain the occasion (O) by providing the context of where it is 

and what is going on at that time. 

Example: Confucius is a leading philosopher and teacher at a time of great instability in 

China known as the Warring States period. 

 

Sentence 2: Explain who the message is designed to reach, the audience (A), and the 

purpose (P) for which the message is created. 

Example: Confucius is addressing his words to the ruler of his kingdom and to his 

followers in particular to try and convince them that morality must be respected in order to 

create stability in an unstable China. 

To recap:  

Sentence 1 = S + O 

Sentence 2 = A + P 

 

How to fully address a document 

 Summarize the document in a sentence that contains one or two facts and refers to the 

document number and either the author OR title. NEVER QUOTE THE DOCUMENT. 

 Write two sentences to cover the POV: in the first sentence address the subject and 

occasion, and in the second sentence address the audience and purpose of the document. 

 

Example: 

Confucius explains that a superior man in society is modest, honest, hates evil, and thinks about 

society more than himself. Confucius is a leading philosopher and teacher at a time of great 

instability in China known as the Warring States period. He is addressing his words to the ruler 

of his kingdom, and to his followers in particular, to try and convince them that morality must be 

respected in order to create stability in an attempt to calm chaotic China. 



 



 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Better Way to Say “Said” 
While there is nothing wrong with the word “said” there are better ways to convey POV 

when writing the DBQ. Some AP teachers call these the “wonderful verbs.” You want to 

use a verb that denotes some kind of analysis of the author. Consider these. 

implies 

confesses 

suggests 

contends 

declares 

remarks 

reports 

affirms 

hints 

maintains 

argues 

proposes 

comments 

observes 

implores 

responds 

insists 

writes 

alleges 

asserts 

admits 

discloses 

insinuates 

reveals 

demands 

explains 

emphasizes 

proclaims 

insists 

acknowledges 

concedes 

replies 

divulges 

 


