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Blurb for PLT Conference Brochure 

Looking for a way to boost your middle school students' ability to use and explain evidence? We've got you covered. 
Our PLT focused on this skill in relation to Document Based Questions in Social Studies. Through our work at having 
students craft a DBQ from start to finish we came up with various strategies and mini-lessons to boost the skill of 
selecting and explaining evidence and linking it back to a claim. 
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PLT SMART Goal  

By the end of the year, we will design and administer Document Based Questions that will measure a student’s ability 

to select and explain relevant evidence in order to support a claim. We will use this resulting data to draw appropriate 

conclusions to improve student learning. 

 
Key Actions and Progress Towards the Actions 

1. We will design two Document Based Questions to be used within our curriculum. 
We met this key action and re-worked two existing 6th grade Socratic Seminars and turned them into Document 
Based Questions.  We gave the first DBQ in November and our second DBQ at the end of May. See Attachments 
A & B for our DBQs. 

2. We will rework the preexisting rubric for evaluating grade six DBQ responses and we will set specific criteria for 
measuring student growth. See Attachment C. 

3. We will administer the DBQ, compare data, and calibrate our assessment of student work. 

 
Findings  

After calibrating our grading and comparing the results of DBQ # 1 across the grade we made the following findings: 
1) Students needed to improve on their strength of explanation.  They needed to learn how to take a piece of 

evidence and not only explain the evidence in their own words but needed to learn how to tie the evidence 
back to the claim.   

2) Students also needed to improve on the organization of their DBQs.  Common areas to improve upon: 
a. Use of “I” 
b. Integrating quotations 
c. Paragraph organization 
d. Connections between their pieces of evidence 

 
In between the 1st and 2nd DBQ we incorporated mini-lessons to focus on these areas of improvement.  Our mini-
lessons included: 

 Students practiced writing claims, selecting evidence and explaining evidence in their daily Warm-ups/Do 
Nows 

 Students practiced developing claims and supporting them with evidence during class discussions and 
debates 

 Students evaluated the strength of their classmates’ arguments by switching sides in the classroom (human 
continuum)  



 Students practiced these skills in a more tangible way by sorting pictures of evidence and developing a 
claim in order to answer a question  

 Students were given pieces of evidence and explanations to evaluate on assessments 

 Students assessed their first DBQ essay and identified areas upon which they needed to personally improve 
 

After giving our 2nd DBQ we found: 
 Most students made improvement around: 

 Removing “I” 
 Organizational structure / writing with a clear focus 
 The ability to find a common thread between pieces of evidence 
 Stronger explanations of evidence 
 Use of direct quotations 

 

 
Recommendations / Next Steps  

 
Next year we plan to give three DBQs to maximize our data and to drive our instruction for the year.  We will give one 
in the fall to get a true base line of student ability.  Since we gave their first DBQ in the winter students had already 
been exposed to the concept of explaining evidence so it wasn’t a true baseline.  We will then give our second one n 
the winter and our last one at the end of the year. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Attachment A: DBQ # 1 

 

Document Based Question: Hammurabi’s Code of Laws 
 

The Question: Was Hammurabi’s Code of Laws fair or cruel? 

Directions: Read through all of the following sources. Use one color highlighter to identify evidence proving that the 

laws were fair. Use another highlighter to identify evidence proving that the laws were cruel. 

My Key:  

Fair HIGHLIGHT HERE 

Cruel HIGHLIGHT HERE 

 

Source #1:  

Hammurabi’s Law: Fair or Cruel 

Adapted from Word History: Journey Across Time: The Early Ages 

 Around 1750 B.C.E., King Hammurabi wrote 282 laws to govern the people of Babylon. Historians and 

scholars agree that these ancient laws were the first to cover all aspects of society. Hammurabi’s code addressed 

many everyday concerns like prices, taxes, and family issues. They also covered criminal actions and other 

problems that existed in Mesopotamian society.  However, historians and scholars do not agree on whether or 

not Hammurabi’s laws were fair or cruel.  

 Many historians have reasoned that Hammurabi’s laws were fair and necessary for the time.  They have 

stated that the laws include what all people needed to know about the rules of their society. The laws also 

brought order and justice to the society and were responsible for regulating many different activities from 

business contracts to crime.  

 On the other hand some historians and scholars think Hammurabi’s laws were cruel and unjust. They 

have argued that they called for violent punishments, often including death for nonviolent crimes. In addition 

they required different punishments for accused persons of different social classes. The laws also did not allow 

the accused person to offer an explanation for their crimes.  

Source #2:  

Selected Laws from Hammurabi’s Code:  

Laws about Capital Punishment 

(Capital Punishment means your punishment is death!) 
 

Law 6. If any one steal the property of a temple or of the court, he shall be put to death, and also the one who 

receives the stolen thing from him shall be put to death.  

Law 21. If any one break in to steal from a house, he shall be put to death in front of where he broke in.   

Law 25. If fire break out in a house, and some one who comes to put it out takes the property of the master of 

the house, he shall be thrown in that self-same fire.  



Source #3:  

Selected Laws from Hammurabi’s Code:  

Laws about Farmers and Irrigation 

 

Law 55. If any one open his ditches to water his crop, but is careless, and the water flood the field of his 

neighbor, then he shall pay his neighbor corn for his loss. 

Laws 257-258. If any one hire a field laborer, he shall pay him eight gur (container) of corn per year…if any 

one hire an ox-driver, he shall pay him six gur of corn per year. 

Source #4:  

Selected Laws from Hammurabi’s Code:  

Laws about Women, Children, and Families 

 

Law 110. If a sister of a god (priestess) open a tavern, or enter a tavern to drink, then shall this woman be 

burned to death. 

Law 148. If a man take a wife, and she be seized by disease, if he then desire to take a second wife, he shall not 

put away his first wife, but he shall keep her in the house which he has built and support her so long as she 

lives.  

Law 195.  If a son strikes his father, they shall cut off his hand. 

Law 117.  If a man be in debt and is unable to pay, he shall sell his wife, son, or daughter.  For three years they 

shall work in the houses of their purchaser or master; in the fourth year they shall be given their freedom. 

 

Source #5:  

Selected Laws from Hammurabi’s Code:  

“An Eye for an Eye.” 

 

Law 196. If a man put out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out. 

 

Law 197. If he break another man’s bone, his bone shall be broken.  

 

Laws 229. If a builder build a house for some one and does not construct it properly, and the house which he 

built fall in and kill its owner, then that builder shall be put to death. 

 

Law 230. If it kill the son of the owner, the son of that builder shall be put to death. 

 

Law 231. If it kill a slave of the owner, then he shall pay slave for slave to the owner of the house. 

 
 
 



Attachment B: DBQ # 2 
Document Based Question: Was Athenian democracy fair? 

 

The Question: Was Athenian democracy fair? 

Directions: Read through all of the following sources. Use one color highlighter to identify evidence proving that 

Athenian democracy was fair. Use another highlighter to identify evidence proving that Athenian democracy was unfair. 

My Key:         My STR notes (in the margins): 

Fair HIGHLIGHT HERE  Fair Why is it fair? Who is 

it fair for? 

 

 Unfair HIGHLIGHT HERE  Unfair Why is it unfair? 

Who is it unfair for?  

 

 

Source #1: “Athenian Democracy” from History Alive! 

The Athenian democracy was made of three parts.  All male citizens were a part of the Assembly. Citizens were 

men over the age of 18 who were born in Greece.  They met regularly on a hill near the Acropolis.  Citizens, 

whether rich or poor, were able to make speeches and vote at the Assembly.  At least 6,000 people needed to be 

in attendance for a meeting to take place.  The Assembly made important decisions, such as whether or not to 

go to war.  A higher government body called the Council was made up of 500 citizens, chosen by lottery, and 

set the agenda for the Assembly.  In times of war, decisions were made by a group of ten or fewer military 

commanders called strategoi, who were elected yearly. 

 

Source #2: Pie Chart: Athenian Population Breakdown 

Of the 300,000 inhabitants of Athens, only 45,000 of them were citizens.  Their wives and children were not 

citizens and accounted for 145,000 inhabitants.  Note that women, whether they were married or unmarried, had 

no political rights and they could not own land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source #3: Ephebic Oath (The Oath of the Young Men of Athens) 

Male citizens 
(45,000)

Wives of Citizens 
(45,000)

Children of Citizens 
(100,000)

Foreigners (35,000)

Slaves (75,000)

Male citizens (45,000)

Wives of Citizens (45,000)

Children of Citizens (100,000)

Foreigners (35,000)

Slaves (75,000)



The Athenian citizens had many rights and responsibilities.  Citizens had the right to gather in the Assembly 

and pass laws.  They also had the rights to hold office, vote, own property, and defend themselves in court.  

With these rights came duty and responsibility.  Before an Athenian young man (around 18 – 20 years old) 

could become a full citizen, one of the things he had to do was to swear this traditional oath.   

The Ephebic Oath 

 
 

"I will not disgrace my sacred weapons 

Nor desert the man fighting alongside me, wherever I am stationed. 

I will fight for things sacred
1
 and things profane

2
. 

And both alone and with all to help me. 

I will pass down my fatherland
3
 not worse, 

But greater and better than before. 

I will obey the ruling officials 

Who rule reasonably 

And I will observe the established laws 

And whatever laws in the future 

May be reasonably established. 

If any person seek to overturn the laws, 

If I am alone or if I have help, 

I will oppose him. 

I will honor the religion of my fathers. 

I call as my witnesses the Gods… 

The borders of my fatherland, 

The wheat, the barley, the vines, 

And the trees of the olive and the fig." 

 

 

 

 

Source #4: A Tribute to the Athenian War Dead 

                                                           
1
 sacred- religious 

2
 profane- non-religious 

3
 fatherland- home state (in this source, it is Athens) 



[After the first year of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, Athenian leader Pericles 

delivered a public funeral speech in honor of the Athenians who had fallen in battle.] 

“Our government does not copy our neighbors, but is a model to them. We are called a democracy, for the 

administration is in the hands of the many and not just a few. While there exists equal justice for everyone in 

private disputes, the claim of excellence is also recognized; and when a citizen is outstanding, he is preferred for 

election to public office, not as a matter of privilege, but as a reward of merit
4
. Poverty is no obstacle

5
, for a 

man may benefit his country even if his family is unknown. 

The freedom in public life extends to our private life, where we do not spy on each other, nor get angry with our 

neighbor for doing what he likes, nor even stare unpleasantly at him. While we are free in our private business, 

in public we are respectful of the authorities and for the laws…”  

 

 

 

 

Source #5: “On Men and Women” by Xenophon c. 370 BCE 

Xenophon was an Athenian citizen and historian. In the following selection, he states his opinion on the 

roles of men in women. According to Xenophon, men were meant for roles outside of the home—such as 

participating in the government—while women were meant to “remain indoors” and run the home. 

"God from the first [people] adapted the woman's nature, I think, to the indoor and man's to the outdoor tasks 

and cares. For he made the man’s body and mind more capable of enduring
6
 cold and heat, and journeys and 

[military] campaigns; and therefore imposed
7
 on him the outdoor tasks. To the woman, since he has made her 

body less capable of such endurance, I take it that God has assigned the indoor tasks. And knowing that he had 

created in the woman and had imposed on her the nourishment of the infants, he meted
8
 out to her a larger 

portion of affection for new-born babes than to the man.” 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Attachment C 

                                                           
4
 Merit—to be good or worthy 

5
 Obstacle—something that gets in the way and stops progress 

6
 Enduring—able to handle and persevere through 

7
 Imposed—to put on 

8
 Meted—gave  



 
 A (95) B (85) C (75) 

Claim 
 
Your claim… 

-Is part of an 
introductory paragraph 
-Is well-constructed, 
concise, and fully 
explained 
-Restates the question 
-Answers the question 
(taking a clear stance)  
-Is accurate 
 

-Is a full sentence 
-Restates the question 
-Answers the question  
-Is accurate 

(Is missing one or more 
standards from the “B” 
column on the rubric) 

Evidence 
Selection/Explanation 
(Did I choose evidence that 
is appropriate and 
relevant?) 
 
(Did I explain my evidence 
by tying it back to my 
claim?) 
 
 

You chose at least two 
pieces of evidence.  
For each piece of 
evidence you… 
-Explained your evidence 
clearly in your own 
words. 
-Established a strong 
connection between 
your evidence and your 
claim. 
 

You chose at least two 
pieces of evidence. 
For each piece of 
evidence you… 
-Explained your 
evidence in your own 
words. 
-Connected your 
evidence back to the 
claim. 

You did not sufficiently 
support your claim using 
evidence.  
AND/OR 
Your evidence lacks 
explanation and/or does 
not connect your 
evidence back to the 
claim. 

Organization  All of column “B” plus… 
-Your response is logical  
-Your response contains 
multiple paragraphs 
(with an introductory 
and concluding 
sentence) 
-You introduced your 
evidence for the reader 
(name and/or creator of 
source) 

-Your response is at 
least one paragraph 
-You use transition 
words between your 
pieces of evidence 
-Your writing is fluent 
and your errors do not 
take away from the 
meaning of your essay 

(You are missing one or 
more standards from the 
“B” column on the 
rubric) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Attachment D: DBQ Organizer 
 



This organizer can be tailored to fit any evidence based writing.  We used it consistently in 
Social Studies this year for most assignments and not just DBQs.  We tried to explicitly teach 
students how to use the organizer as an outline and not simply a rough draft. 

 
 
 
 
 

R and A: Restate and Answer this question in the form of a claim. 

 
Claim (as part of an introduction):   
 
 

Cite your evidence 
Quote a specified source  

 

Explain your evidence 
In your own words 
Tie back to the claim 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

Athenian Democracy RACER 

Summarizer 


