HOW TO ANSWER DOCUMENT QUESTIONS

TIPS FOR STUDENTS

1. Read the question carefully. 
Circle the command words, and underline significant words and phrases. Be sure you know what it is asking. Look for date limits, qualifiers or “weasel words”.
2. Analyze the range of possible answers, e.g.

· To what extent . . implies either a large extent or a small extent

· Evaluate. . . implies either valid or invalid

· Assess . . . implies either that something has worth, or does not have worth.
· Explain . . . implies a number of reasons, which maybe either good or bad.
3. Read the documents carefully.

· Read each sentence, all of it, to make sure you have its true meaning.

· Use context clues to work out the meanings of difficult words.

· Read each document in relation to all the others. Clues to the meaning of one are often given in the others.

· Look carefully at dates and check mentally on what was going on at the time. Put each document in its historical context.

· Try to catch allusions in the documents to external events and personalities. These may be significant.

· Read between the line for meanings which are implied but not stated.

· Cartoons. 

1. Literal comprehension. First read all the text – caption, speech, labels, text in the picture etc. Then look at the figures to see what they are doing. Identify who they are, or who/what they represent. Look at the date when the cartoon was made, and the publication in which it appeared.
2. Inferential comprehension. Having literally understood all the aspects of the cartoon, work out what the cartoonist’s message is
· Statistics. Apply all the usual tests of reliability. Then check to see that the statistics, even if reliable, are being used fairly. For example, percentages may be used to unfairly distort a situation. The value of a, say, 20% increase depends entirely on the level of the base or starting number. If the starting number was very low, a 20% increase does not amount to very much.
· Poetry and fiction. Poets and fiction writers are not bound to historical accuracy and facts presented in such material should be carefully checked for corroboration. (This is not to say that all historical fiction writers play fast and loose with the facts. Some are highly accurate.) However, such writers strive for authenticity and psychological accuracy, and may shed valuable light on how people felt and on their value systems.
4. Read the source of the document carefully.

· Work out who the source of the document is. This is not always straightforward if the source is being quoted in a document written by someone else. Be sure you know what the document was published in, and when. For example, do not get confused by a book title which has dates in it.  The date of publication may have been much later.

· Determine as far as possible the nationality, position and likely attitudes of the source. Begin to think about the context of the period in which the document was produced.

· Assess the credibility of the source based on the details you have so far.

5. Plan your answer.

· Where applicable, draw up a chart showing the logical structure of your answer.

· Write a brief summary of each document in the appropriate cell of the chart, and under it  put a brief assessment of its reliability.
· If an argument is put forward in the document, assess the validity of the argument briefly.

· Remember that a document may belong on more than one side of the chart, if it says more than one thing.

6. Evaluate the reliability of each document.
· Always look at what the document says first. Don’t dismiss it because of some apparent problem with the source. For example, just because someone was German does not mean that they could not have said something accurate about the British.

· Check that the document is reliable for the purpose at hand. A document may be unreliable for one purpose but reliable for another.

· Statistics are not automatically reliable. They may be distorted.

· Cartoons are not inherently unreliable just because they are cartoons.

· Just because cartoons are subjective does not mean that any interpretation is as good as any other. 

· Opinions are not inherently unreliable. There are valid opinions and invalid ones. There are valid opinions and invalid ones. Valid opinions are logical and backed by reliable evidence.

Tests of reliability
	
	Source
	Content

	Primary
	Who made the document?

Was he/she in a position to know?
How close to the event was the source in time?

How close physically was the source  to the events?

Was the source biased, either consciously or unconsciously?

What was the source’s motive – to accurately describe events or to “spin” them?

	Is the document corroborated by other documents?

Are the corroborating documents reliable?

Is the document contradicted by other documents?

Are the contradicting documents reliable?

Is the document corroborated by reliable outside knowledge?

Is the document contradicted by reliable outside knowledge?

	Secondary
	Is the source a reputable author?

Is the author known for a particular bias?

Is the publisher reputable?

What was the author’s motive – accuracy or advocacy?


	Is the document corroborated by other documents?

Are the corroborating documents reliable?

Is the document contradicted by other documents?

Are the contradicting documents reliable?

Is the document corroborated by reliable outside knowledge?

Is the document contradicted by reliable outside knowledge?

Is there evidence of scholarly research?


Caution: If a secondary source is clearly based on a primary one, you cannot claim that the secondary source corroborates the primary document on which it was based.

7. Evaluate the validity of any arguments put forward in the document.

· Are the facts on which the argument is based accurate?

· Is the logic of the argument sound? 
8. Develop a thesis
· Note the contradictions that exist between the documents. These are going to have to be resolved. You can’t just ignore them. Documents may be discounted on a number of grounds including:

1. bias

2. factual inaccuracy

3. flawed arguments and  unsound logic

4. corroboration by unreliable sources

5. contradiction by reliable sources

6. weight of evidence, but -

· Caution. The resolution of historical arguments is not an exercise in democracy. In other words, the fact that there are more documents on one side than the other is not the deciding factor. A lesser number of reliable, accurate, logical documents outweighs a larger number of unreliable, inaccurate illogical ones.

9. Write your answer.
· Decide on the structure of your answer – all one side followed by all the other side, or ping-pong (one side, other side, back to first side, other side etc.)

· In your introductory paragraph, include your thesis statement, which is your answer to the question.

· Write your answer, making reference to the documents by number or source.

· If there are two sides to the argument, address both sides, explaining why the one you oppose is not as convincing. Don’t just ignore material that contradicts your thesis.

· Spell out the relationship between the information you are writing and the thesis you are trying to support. Narrative and/or summary are not enough. Make use of logical connectives such as: in addition, furthermore, on the other hand, by contrast, in conclusion etc. Make sure that your reader knows exactly how the material you are writing down relates to the thesis you are developing, not just in terms of what side it is on, but how much weight it carries in the argument.
· Bring in outside information, but not to the exclusion of the documents.
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