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Why This Guide Matters for Your Classroom (A Note for Busy Teachers)

If you're picking up this guide, you're probably juggling a lot: new standards, bigger 
class sizes, multilingual learners with a wide range of needs, and a growing push 
toward using DBQs in social studies. It's a lot to carry. This guide was created with 
that reality in mind.

DBQs are becoming central to social studies — and they don't have to be 
overwhelming.

Well-designed DBQs help students think deeply, read closely, use evidence, and 
write with purpose. But traditional DBQs can feel dense, inaccessible, or 
disconnected from your students' lived experiences — especially for multilingual 
learners or students still building confidence with academic language.

This guide shows you how to design rigorous, culturally responsive, 
student-centered DBQs that actually work with the learners sitting in front of you 
every day.

You don't need to reinvent your curriculum — this guide helps you strengthen 
what you already teach.

Inside, you'll find:

● Side-by-side examples of stronger, clearer guiding questions
● Ready-to-use scaffolds for emerging English learners
● Tools for selecting documents that broaden representation without 

sacrificing rigor
● Templates, sentence stems, and teacher moves you can plug in immediately
● PD activities you can use with your team or department

This is not theoretical. These are classroom-ready resources meant to save you 
planning time and make your DBQs more inclusive and engaging.

Your multilingual learners bring strengths — this guide helps you leverage them.

Many students in today's classrooms are learning English while learning history. 
Rather than lowering expectations or oversimplifying the content, this guide helps 
you provide access without reducing rigor.
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You'll find strategies that:

● honor students' home languages
● build background knowledge
● provide multiple entry points
● make documents clearer and more meaningful
● deepen writing and discussion

These supports help multilingual learners — and benefit every other student in the 
room, too.

Culturally responsive DBQs make history more human, more complex, and more 
relevant.

Students stay engaged when they see people in history making choices, navigating 
challenges, facing inequities, and shaping their communities.

The DBQ approaches in this guide help you:

● highlight multiple perspectives
● center human agency
● avoid binary thinking
● connect historical topics to themes students care about
● support thoughtful, evidence-based arguments

Your students will talk more, write better, and think more deeply.

Most importantly: this guide respects your time and your expertise.

You already do important work. This guide doesn't ask you to start from scratch or 
throw out your curriculum. It simply gives you tools to make DBQs clearer, more 
accessible, more rigorous, and more responsive to the diverse learners in your 
classroom.

We hope it feels like support — not another thing on your plate.

And we hope it helps you create meaningful inquiry experiences where all your 
students can thrive, participate, and think like historians.
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Document-Based Questions (DBQs) help students analyze evidence, weigh 
perspectives, and construct arguments grounded in historical thinking. When 
thoughtfully designed, DBQs also support identity exploration, empathy, and civic 
engagement—while building the language and literacy skills multilingual learners 
need to thrive.

To strengthen this work, the guide draws on the five core dispositions developed 
through Re-Imagining Migration's collaboration on the Re-Imagining Migration 
Framework, which was developed by Verónica Boix-Mansilla (Project Zero, Harvard 
Graduate School of Education), with Carola Suárez-Orozco, Marcelo Suárez-Orozco, 
and Adam Strom of Re-Imagining Migration, and countless educators.

These dispositions describe the cognitive, emotional, social, and ethical capacities 
young people need to navigate a world on the move—a world shaped by migration, 
diversity, and change. They are relevant to all areas of social studies because they 
help students make sense of complex human experiences, past and present.

The dispositions include the ability to:

● understand perspectives—one's own and others'
● inquire with care and nuance
● communicate across difference
● recognize power and inequities in human experience
● take responsible action in community and civic life

Culturally responsive, asset-based DBQs strengthen these capacities by helping 
students interpret multiple voices and viewpoints, understand how people and 
communities navigate challenges and opportunities, evaluate evidence carefully and 
ethically, recognize complexity and agency, discuss and debate meaningfully, draw 
on both academic and home languages, and develop informed interpretations and 
positions.

These are dispositions for strong scholarship, citizenship, and community life, and 
they align naturally with the strengths multilingual learners bring to the classroom.

7

Re-Imagining Migration’s Approach to DBQs
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Our Purpose

This guide supports educators in designing DBQs that are culturally responsive, 
asset-based, inclusive of multilingual learners, rigorous and historically grounded, 
attentive to multiple perspectives, and aligned with ethical, thoughtful engagement 
with human experience.

DBQs do not need to be about migration to benefit from this stance. Whether 
exploring the Industrial Revolution, Reconstruction, Classical civilizations, 
constitutional debates, or civic dilemmas, DBQs can help students develop the 
dispositions needed for a world of increasing mobility and complexity.

A Note on Rigor and Access: Navigating a Real Classroom Tension

This guide sets a high bar. It asks educators to design DBQs that feature complex 
questions, highlight human agency, center multiple perspectives, and invite 
sophisticated historical reasoning. These are the principles of rigorous, culturally 
responsive inquiry.

At the same time, we know that newcomers and emerging English learners may not 
yet have the academic language to independently produce at this level—even with 
scaffolds in place.

This is a real tension, and it deserves direct acknowledgment.
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The tension is not a flaw in the design. It is a feature of teaching.

Here is how we think about it:

Rigor lives in the thinking, not the linguistic polish. A student who reasons through 
evidence, weighs competing perspectives, and forms a claim is doing rigorous 
historical work—whether that thinking emerges in fragmented English, a home 
language, oral discussion, or a fully formed academic paragraph. The cognitive 
demand is what matters. The language will follow.

The target level of rigor belongs to the task. The level of scaffolding belongs to the 
learner. A DBQ question should be conceptually rich enough to challenge any 
student. The scaffolds allow students at different language proficiencies to engage 
meaningfully with the same question. This is why the guide emphasizes sentence 
stems, talk structures, graphic organizers, and home-language supports—not to 
reduce the thinking, but to create pathways into it.

Scaffolds are not remediation. They are the mechanism that allows rigorous inquiry 
to happen. When scaffolds are normalized as part of classroom practice—not "extra 
help" for struggling students—they remove barriers without signaling deficiency. 
Every historian uses tools: notes, outlines, peer feedback, revision. We are teaching 
students to use tools, too.

Expectations may be temporarily uneven across modalities. Oral reasoning often 
precedes written fluency. Students may demonstrate sophisticated thinking in 
discussion long before they can produce it in an essay. Home-language processing 
may precede English production. Sentence frames may precede independent 
academic prose. This is normal. It is not a sign that rigor has been compromised—it 
is a sign that learning is happening.

What this means for practice:

When you design a DBQ using this guide, hold the target high—but calibrate the 
scaffold to where students are right now. A newcomer engaging with a visual 
source, discussing it with a peer in their home language, and producing one 
sentence using a frame is doing rigorous work. A more advanced learner using the 
same DBQ with fewer supports is doing rigorous work, too.

Both are valid. Both are valued.

The goal is not perfection. The goal is growth—in thinking, in language, and in the 
habits of historical inquiry.
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Document-Based Questions (DBQs) are instructional tasks that ask students to 
analyze a curated set of primary and secondary sources and use evidence from 
those sources to construct an argument. DBQs are widely used in social studies 
because they integrate knowledge, skills, and disciplinary habits of mind. They 
support students in thinking like historians, geographers, economists, and civic 
analysts.

A DBQ typically includes:

● A guiding question that frames the inquiry.
● Historical or disciplinary context to situate students.
● A collection of 6–10 primary and secondary sources.
● Scaffolded questions that support analysis of each document.
● An evidence-based writing task requiring a claim supported by sources.

The goal of a DBQ is not to memorize facts, but to make meaning from evidence. 
Students are invited to interpret, question, compare, and reason through complex 
ideas.

What DBQs Ask Students To Do

DBQs engage students in:

● Close reading of sources
● Perspective-taking
● Sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration
● Identifying patterns, causes, continuity and change
● Making claims and supporting them with evidence
● Synthesizing ideas drawn from multiple sources
● Communicating clearly through writing and discussion

11

What DBQs Are
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Why DBQs Matter for All Learners (Including Multilingual Learners)

The features that make DBQs accessible for multilingual learners benefit every 
student in the classroom:

● Multimodal access supports students who process information 
differently—visual learners, students with reading difficulties, those who need 
alternative entry points to complex content

● Multiple entry points allow students with varied background knowledge, 
processing speeds, or learning differences to engage authentically with the 
same inquiry

● Structured routines for analysis benefit students with executive functioning 
challenges, those new to academic discourse, and anyone learning to think 
historically for the first time

● Authentic vocabulary in context helps all students—not just English 
learners—develop precise academic language through use rather than 
memorization

● Space for oral processing supports students who need to talk through ideas, 
those with writing challenges, and learners who think best in conversation

This is the Universal Design for Learning principle in action: what's essential for 
some learners is beneficial for all. When we design DBQs with multilingual learners 
in mind, we create more equitable, rigorous learning experiences for everyone.

Because students build understanding source by source, and when classroom talk is 
embedded throughout, DBQs can support language development while maintaining 
high expectations for thinking and reasoning.

Challenges in Traditional DBQs

Many DBQs in existing curricula unintentionally create barriers for multilingual 
learners. Common challenges include:

● Dense academic language without scaffolds
● Assumed background knowledge
● Questions that rely on binaries ("success or failure," "good or bad," "similar or 

different")
● Text sets that center dominant perspectives while minimizing others
● Documents that portray groups without agency
● Lack of modeling, talk structures, and vocabulary supports

This guide seeks to address these challenges with practical, research-based 
strategies that make DBQs rigorous, inclusive, and meaningful for all students.
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What Makes DBQs Powerful

When designed thoughtfully, DBQs:

● Engage students in authentic historical thinking
● Reduce the advantage of prior factual knowledge—rewarding 

careful reading, reasoning, and evidence-based thinking 
instead

● Provide rich opportunities for student voice
● Highlight multiple perspectives and lived experiences
● Invite interpretation rather than recall
● Create space for critical thinking and civic reflection
● Support meaningful reading, thinking, discussion, and writing

13

In culturally responsive classrooms, DBQs help 
students explore questions such as:

● How do people make decisions in difficult circumstances?
● How do communities respond to change and conflict?
● What shapes how people understand themselves and 

others?
● How do power and inequity influence experiences and 

opportunities?
● How do people contribute to society across time and place?

In this way, DBQs help students understand the complexity of the human experience and 
their role as informed participants in a diverse world.
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Overview
A culturally responsive, asset-based Document-Based Question (DBQ) 
recognizes that students bring valuable knowledge, perspectives, languages, and 
lived experiences into the classroom. Rather than treating students as lacking 
the "right" background information, this approach positions them as capable 
thinkers and meaning-makers who can engage in sophisticated analysis when 
provided with well-designed resources and instruction.
A strong culturally responsive DBQ does not dilute rigor—it strengthens it. It 
ensures that all students, including multilingual learners, have equitable access 
to complex ideas and authentic historical inquiry.

1. Builds on Student’s Strengths and Knowledge 
Recognizes that multilingual learners bring rich linguistic and cultural resources.

● Invites students to draw on home languages to process information.
● Encourages personal and community connections where appropriate.
● Treats students as capable, curious, and knowledgeable.

This approach shifts the stance from: "What don't they know?" to "What knowledge 
and perspectives do they bring?"

Key Characteristics of a Culturally Responsive, 
Asset-Based DBQ

2. Highlights Human Agency
Traditional historical narratives often reduce people—especially marginalized 
groups—to roles such as victims, dependents, or passive recipients of events.

Culturally responsive DBQs ask questions that illuminate:

● decision-making
● strategy
● resilience
● creativity
● complexity
● competing perspectives
● human motivations

This strengthens historical thinking by inviting students to understand why people 
made choices and how those choices shaped events.

For example: Instead of: "What challenges did immigrants face?" Try: "How did 
immigrant communities respond to exclusionary laws?"
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3. Includes Multiple Perspectives
A culturally responsive DBQ includes sources that reflect the diversity of experiences 
within a time period or event. This may include:

● differing social groups
● conflicting viewpoints
● community voices
● outsiders and insiders
● people across gender, class, language, age, and position

Students learn that history is not a single story—it is constructed from many stories.

4. Uses Clear, Accessible, Respectful Language
DBQ questions written in dense academic language can obscure meaning for 
multilingual learners and developing readers.

A culturally responsive approach:

● uses direct, student-friendly 
wording

● avoids unnecessary jargon
● preserves conceptual rigor while 

increasing clarity
● invites interpretation rather than 

restricting it

This nurtures deeper reasoning and 
richer classroom dialogue.

Examples of opaque vs. accessible 
wording:

● "To what extent did..." → "How 
did..." or "In what ways did..."

● "Evaluate the validity of..." → 
"What do the sources suggest 
about...?"

5. Creates Space for Multiple Interpretations
Questions framed as "right or wrong," "good or bad," or "success or failure" flatten 
complexity.

Culturally responsive DBQs instead:

● frame open-ended questions
● allow for multiple valid, evidence-based answers
● encourage students to weigh perspectives and evidence
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6. Connects to Meaningful Human Themes
Strong DBQs connect academic content to enduring themes such as:

● identity and belonging
● fairness and justice
● conflict and cooperation
● continuity and change
● migration, movement, and adaptation
● power and voice
● community and responsibility

These themes support the development of the five dispositions introduced earlier: 
curiosity, empathy, perspective-taking, historical consciousness, and civic imagination.

7. Provides Access Without Reducing Rigor
Asset-based DBQs build bridges into complexity by embedding supports such as:

● clear captions
● vocabulary previews
● structured discussion
● chunked text
● multimodal sources
● sentence stems
● graphic organizers
● opportunities for oral processing

These supports are not "extra help"—they are an integrated part of rigorous learning. 
When normalized as classroom practice, they remove barriers without drawing 
attention to individual students.

8. Frames Students as Interpreters and Meaning-Makers
In culturally responsive DBQs, teachers model historical thinking and then invite 
students to do it themselves. Students learn to:

● ask questions
● examine bias
● consider context
● make claims
● support claims with evidence
● explain differing interpretations

This positions students—including multilingual learners—as historians, not merely 
recipients of historical facts.
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The following chart shows 10 examples of how 
traditional DBQ questions can be rewritten 
through a culturally responsive, asset-based lens.

The guiding question is the 
foundation of the DBQ. It 
determines:

● which documents are selected
● whose perspectives are included
● how much agency appears in the 

narrative
● how accessible the task is to 

multilingual learners
● what kinds of arguments students 

can make

19

Re-Imagining Migration
Why the DBQ Question Matters

A well-written DBQ question 
creates space for:

● multiple interpretations
● human agency
● complexity
● culturally responsive inquiry
● evidence-based reasoning

A poorly written question can 
unintentionally:

● oversimplify history
● treat diverse groups as if they all 

think or act the same way
● center dominant narratives
● limit student thinking
● create barriers for multilingual 

learners
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1 How different were the 
classical civilizations of 
Greece and China?

How did people in Classical 
Greece and China develop 
distinct ideas about 
community, leadership, and 
learning?

Moves from comparison 
to meaning-making; 
highlights agency and 
cultural values.

2 What caused the Mau 
Mau Rebellion?

How did different 
communities experience 
Mongol expansion, and how 
have those experiences 
shaped how people 
remember the Mongols 
today?

Moves from comparison 
to meaning-making; 
highlights agency and 
cultural values.

3 What caused the Mau 
Mau Rebellion?

How did different people in 
Kenya respond to colonial 
rule, and what influenced 
whether they chose to 
resist, support, or oppose 
the Mau Mau movement?

Avoids flattening 
complexity; centers 
human motivations and 
diverse responses.

4 How different were 
Christian and Muslim 
responses to the Black 
Death?

How did different 
communities make sense 
of the Black Death, and 
what do their responses 
reveal about their beliefs 
and knowledge?

Avoids treating religions 
as monoliths; humanizes 
responses to crisis.

Question Design in Practice
10 Before-and-After Examples
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# Traditional Question Revised, Culturally 
Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better



5 What was the most 
important consequence 
of the printing press?

How did the spread of 
printing change access to 
information, learning, and 
power for different groups?

Adds power, equity, and 
varied impacts; uses 
clearer, more concrete 
language.

6 What drove the sugar 
trade?

What political, economic, 
and human forces shaped 
the rise of the sugar trade, 
and how did these forces 
affect the people and 
communities involved?

Incorporates systems 
thinking and human 
consequences.

7 How similar were factory 
workers in England and 
Japan?

How did workers in England 
and Japan navigate the 
demands of industrial work, 
and what shaped the 
similarities or differences in 
their experiences?

Centers agency; avoids 
oversimplified 
comparison.

8 How did the Constitution 
guard against tyranny?

What ideas about power 
shaped the Constitution's 
design, and how have those 
limits affected people and 
communities over time?

Connects structures to 
lived experience; uses 
accessible language.

Question Design in Practice
10 Before-and-After Examples
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Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better



9 What types of citizens 
does a democracy need?

How have people and 
communities contributed to 
democratic life, and how 
have ideas about 
participation changed over 
time?

Allows multiple valid 
interpretations; avoids 
prescriptive definitions.

10 What were the 
underlying causes of 
World War I?

How did different nations 
and communities respond 
to rising tensions before 
World War I, and what 
factors shaped their 
choices?

Humanizes 
decision-making; avoids 
oversimplified causation.

Question Design in Practice
10 Before-and-After Examples
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# Traditional Question Revised, Culturally 
Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better

How to Use This Chart for Teacher Learning

This chart is a powerful tool for teacher PD workshops, curriculum revision cycles, PLC discussions, 
collaborative planning, and modeling question design for new teachers.

Try This Protocol:

1. Teachers individually choose one traditional question and identify its limitations (5 min)
2. Partners rewrite it using the principles from this guide (10 min)
3. Check revised questions against the five dispositions (5 min)
4. Gallery walk to see multiple revisions of the same question (10 min)
5. Discuss: What patterns do we notice? What's still challenging?

For a more extended professional learning session using this chart, see PD Activity 1 in Section VII.

The Principles Underlying All 10 Revisions

These question revisions reflect the core elements of culturally responsive, asset-based design:

1. Agency – People make decisions; they are not passive.
2. Multiple perspectives – History is constructed from many viewpoints.
3. Complexity – Avoids binary, oversimplified framing.
4. Clarity – Language is accessible without lowering rigor.
5. Meaning – Questions connect to themes that matter to students.
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    Guiding Considerations:

● Does the question honor 
complexity?

● Does it invite discipline-specific 
thinking (change, causation, 
continuity, power, agency)?

● Does it avoid binaries and simplistic 
judgments?

● Can multilingual learners 
understand it without translation?

A strong DBQ question should:

● show human agency
● allow multiple 

interpretations
● use clear, accessible 

language
● invite many perspectives
● connect to meaningful 

human themes

STEP 1 – Choose a Big Question

Re-Imagining Migration
Overview

STEP 2 – Identify Key Understandings

Teacher Planning Prompts:

● What should students 
understand about human 
motivations?

● What forms of power, inequity, 
or resistance are relevant?

● What perspectives must be 
present for nuance?

● What misunderstandings do we 
want to avoid?

Clarify the essential ideas 
students need to answer the 
question, including:

● concepts
● context
● key actors
● tensions or dilemmas
● shifts over time
● differing perspectives

This step ensures that document 
selection is purposeful rather 
than purely content-driven

24

This section provides a complete, step-by-step process for designing a culturally 
responsive, asset-based DBQ that is rigorous, inclusive of multilingual learners, and 
aligned with the five dispositions essential for navigating a world shaped by mobility, 
diversity, and complexity. It integrates DBQ construction with research-based text-set 
design guidance from LEE & LOW Books and Jill Eisenberg.

Look For: ✓ Verbs like: "How did...?", "In what ways...?", "What shaped...?" ✗ Avoid: "To what 
extent...?", "Evaluate...", "Was it successful...?"
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1. Shows Representation Within 
Groups
● Include differences in class, gender, 

age, region, and position.
● Avoid a single "representative" voice 

for a whole group.

25
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2. Includes Multiple Genres and 
Formats

● maps, images, charts, graphs
● short texts, longer excerpts
● oral histories and community voices
● literature where appropriate
● contemporary and historical 

perspectives

3. Offers Diverse Entry Points

● documents at varied reading levels
● visual-first sources for early 

proficiency
● data and maps for analytical entry

STEP 3 – Curate the Text Set
A strong DBQ text set features:

● 6–10 carefully selected documents
● multimodal sources
● diversity of perspectives
● balanced complexity
● scaffolds supporting multilingual learners

Drawing on guidance developed by Jill Eisenberg (LEE & LOW Books), a culturally responsive text set:

4. Ensures Accuracy and Avoids 
Harm

● identify outdated or biased portrayals
● contextualize problematic sources
● avoid documents that reinforce 

stereotypes

5. Supports Linguistic Access

● clear captions
● chunked text
● highlighted or pre-taught vocabulary
● sentence-level scaffolds
● predictable routines for analysis

6. Embeds Opportunities for 
Student Voice

● documents that invite interpretation
● dilemmas or competing ideas
● personal or community connections

Checklist for Teachers (Derived from Lee & Low Guidance):

● Can students compare and contrast 
experiences without treating groups as if 
everyone in them thinks or acts the same 
way?

● Are multilingual learners able to access the 
content? 

● Do the sources show multiple perspectives?
● Are the documents historically and 

culturally accurate?
● Do the texts portray people with agency and 

complexity?



Multilingual-learner–friendly 
supports:

● allow processing in home 
language

● encourage peer talk
● reduce cognitive load
● highlight language patterns
● create pathways to 

sophisticated thinking

Supports strengthen access AND 
deepen learning. Examples include:

● Captions that build context
● Front-loaded vocabulary
● Chunked readings or text boxes
● A mix of multimodal documents
● Teacher modeling of analysis
● Sentence stems and starters
● Headings and bolded key ideas

STEP 4 – Add Instructional Supports

Re-Imagining Migration

STEP 5 – Sequence the Documents

Example Sequence:

1. image or map (anchoring 
understanding)

2. short text with clear caption
3. data/graph or chart
4. contrasting perspective
5. longer, more complex text
6. document offering insight into 

motivations, dilemmas, or 
consequences

Document sequencing should:

● build background 
knowledge intentionally

● move from accessible → 
complex

● provide contrast and 
thematic progression

● support emerging 
interpretations

26

    Example Guiding Question Types:

● Sourcing: Who created this? Why?
● Meaning-making: What does this 

document help us understand?
● Comparison: How does this 

perspective differ from Document X?
● Agency: What choices did people 

have? What influenced them?
● Power/Inequity: Who had advantages 

or disadvantages?

Guiding questions should:

● help students access the 
document

● draw attention to 
perspective and purpose

● connect to the Big Question
● encourage reasoning, not 

recall

STEP 6 — Write Guiding Questions
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STEP 7 — Plan for Talk

Re-Imagining Migration

STEP 8 — Design the Final Writing Task

27

Talking is a critical scaffold for multilingual learners. We will explore this idea further in the 
section on scaffolding.

Use:

● think–pair–share
● structured 

academic 
conversations

● discussion 
protocols

● evidence-sharing 
routines

● perspective-taking 
dialogues

Encourage 
translanguaging:

● students can draft 
in home language

● pairs can talk 
through ideas 
bilingually

● students may 
annotate 
documents in any 
language

Talking first ensures:

● deeper 
comprehension

● rehearsal for 
writing

● equitable 
participation

A strong DBQ writing 
task:

● aligns directly to 
the Big Question

● asks students to 
use multiple 
documents

● invites multiple 
valid 
interpretations

● honors voice and 
reasoning

● supports 
multilingual writers 
with structures

● maintains rigor 
while expanding 
access

Example Writing 
Prompts:

● "How did people in 
_____ respond to 
_____, and what 
shaped their 
choices?"

● "What do these 
documents show 
about how 
communities 
understood _____?"

● "What factors most 
influenced _____, 
and how do the 
sources support 
your 
interpretation?"

Writing Supports May 
Include:

● thesis frames
● evidence sentence 

stems
● paragraph frames
● graphic organizers
● word banks
● mentor texts
● conferencing
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Multilingual learners bring rich linguistic, cultural, and cognitive assets to historical inquiry. 
Scaffolding in a DBQ is not about simplifying the work—it is about ensuring access to 
rigorous thinking. When scaffolds are thoughtfully designed, they don't lower 
expectations—they remove barriers that prevent multilingual learners from 
demonstrating the curiosity, empathy, and historical thinking they're fully capable of.

This section provides concrete supports drawn from DBQ best practices and the webinar 
on designing DBQs for English Learners.

Scaffolding and Accessibility: The Same Work, Multiple Beneficiaries

Many of the scaffolds in this section align with Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and 
accessibility best practices. While developed with multilingual learners in mind, these 
strategies benefit a much wider range of students:

● Multimodal sources provide visual entry points for multilingual learners and 
support students with reading challenges, visual learners, and those with diverse 
processing styles.

● Chunked text with guiding questions reduces linguistic load and benefits students 
with executive-function challenges and attention differences.

● Sentence stems and frames provide language structure and support students who 
struggle with expressive language, including those with learning disabilities.

● Predictable routines for analysis reduce cognitive uncertainty and benefit 
students who need structure, including those with anxiety or autism spectrum 
conditions.

● Talk before writing allows oral rehearsal of ideas and supports students with 
writing challenges and those who process best through conversation.

● Graphic organizers make thinking visible and help all students who benefit from 
external structure.

This is the UDL principle in action: what is essential for some learners is beneficial for all.

When designing scaffolds, you are not creating "special accommodations" for a subset of 
students. You are building an accessible learning environment where more students can 
demonstrate the historical thinking they are capable of.

Suggested terminology note: Consider using "access supports" alongside "scaffolds" in 
your team's shared language. This framing emphasizes that the goal is removing barriers, 
not providing remediation.

Scaffolds help students:

● comprehend complex texts
● analyze evidence
● express historical thinking
● participate in discussion
● produce well-supported writing
● draw on home languages strategically

Effective scaffolds are temporary bridges that maintain high expectations and promote 
independence over time.
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Using images allows learners an additional way into the content as well as time build ideas before 
engaging with text.

1. CLEAR CAPTIONS

Captions provide essential context without giving away the interpretation.
Example: "Document A: A 1912 photograph of textile workers leaving a factory in 
Massachusetts. Notice the mix of ages and the expressions on workers' faces."

2. VOCABULARY SUPPORT

Focus on:

● high-utility academic words (e.g., evidence, perspective, consequence)
● discipline-specific terms (e.g., industrialization)
● concept-building words (e.g., opportunity, migration, resistance)

Supports include:

● word banks — key terms students can reference during reading and writing
● visuals — images, icons, or diagrams paired with vocabulary
● realia — physical objects that make abstract terms concrete (e.g., a replica 

artifact, a piece of fabric, a map)
● bilingual glossaries — definitions in English and the student's home language
● cognate charts — side-by-side lists showing words that are similar across 

languages (e.g., evidence / evidencia, community / comunidad)

3. CHUNKING TEXT
Break documents into digestible sections with guiding subtitles or questions.

4. MULTIMEDIA SOURCES

Include: 

● images
● maps
● charts
● timelines
● oral histories
● short videos
● political cartoons

A note of caution: 

Don't assume visuals are automatically easier to 
access. Images, maps, and charts often require 
background knowledge that students may not 
have. This is where captions become 
essential—they provide the context that allows 
visual sources to support rather than confuse.
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Oral processing helps multilingual learners clarify ideas, rehearse language, and 
construct meaning.

Talk routines include:

● think–pair–share — individual thinking, partner discussion, whole-class share
● sentence-turn protocols — structured exchanges where students take turns using 

sentence stems (e.g., "I agree because..." / "I see it differently because...")
● small-group document analysis — collaborative close reading with assigned roles or 

guiding questions
● "I notice / I wonder" — a low-stakes routine where students name observations 

and generate questions before interpretation
● "Build and challenge" — partners extend or respectfully push back on each 

other's claims using evidence
● evidence-sharing exchanges — structured sharing of specific textual evidence 

before open discussion

Encourage translanguaging:

● students may discuss in home languages
● bilingual pairs can support each other
● teachers can model key vocabulary in English while acknowledging 

home-language connections

1. SENTENCE STEMS FOR 
EVIDENCE USE

● According to Document __, ...
● The author of Document __ explains that ...
● One important detail is ...
● This evidence shows that ...
● Another example from the document is ...
● Together, these details suggest that ...

2. STEMS FOR SOURCING
● This document was created by ...
● The author's perspective is ...
● The author might believe this because ...
● This source is useful because ...
● We should be careful with this source 

because ...

3. STEMS FOR COMPARISON
● This document is similar to Document 

___ because ...
● One difference between the two 

documents is ...
● These viewpoints differ because ...

4. STEMS FOR AGENCY & 
MOTIVATION

● The people in this document chose to…
● Their decision was influenced by ...
● They had to consider ...
● One challenge they faced was ...

B. TALKING AS A SCAFFOLD

C. LANGUAGE SCAFFOLDS FOR DOCUMENT ANALYSIS

These scaffolds help students analyze and interpret sources meaningfully.
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Frames for emerging English writers:

● The document shows _____ because 
_____.

● I think _____ is important because _____.
● Document __ and Document __ both show 

_____.
● One thing I learned is _____.
● This connects to _____ because _____.

TOPIC SENTENCE:
One important idea about_____ is…

EVIDENCE:
According to Document____,...

This shows that…

EXPLANATION:
This is important because…

CONCLUSION:
Overall, the documents suggest that…

D. PARAGRAPH FRAMES & WRITING SUPPORTS
Basic Paragraph Frame (For Emerging English Learners)

Intermediate paragraph frames:

● In response to _____, people in _____ faced 
_____ and chose to _____.

● For example, Document __ shows that 
_____.

● This matters because _____.
● When we compare this to Document __, 

we see that _____.

Advanced paragraph frames:

● Historical evidence suggests that _____.
● Document __ provides insight into _____ by showing _____.
● This perspective contrasts with Document __, which argues _____.
● Considering both sources, it seems that _____.

E. THESIS FRAMES
For emerging writers:

● People in _____ 
responded to _____ 
by _____, which 
shows that _____.

● The documents 
show that the most 
important factor in 
_____ was _____.

For intermediate writers:

● Although some 
people believed 
_____, others _____, 
and this shaped 
_____.

For advanced writers:

● Taken together, the 
sources reveal that 
_____ because 
_____ and _____.
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EXAMPLES
● Evidence/inference chart
● Venn diagram
● T-chart for multiple perspectives
● Timeline for sequencing
● Cluster maps for motivations and choices
● CER (Claim–Evidence–Reasoning) template
● DBQ packet organizers with sentence frames

DIFFERENTIATED VERSIONS
● blank
● partially completed
● fully framed
● bilingual headings

F. GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS

Asset-based DBQs acknowledge that multilingual 
learners' home languages are intellectual 
resources.

Supports include:

● bilingual key vocabulary lists
● bilingual glossaries
● partner talk in home language
● allowing brainstorming or drafting in home 

language
● dual-language graphic organizers

These strategies improve comprehension and 
encourage students to draw on the linguistic 
resources they already have.

G. GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS

Teachers can model:

● think-alouds for analyzing documents
● sourcing questions
● identifying bias
● contextualizing events
● comparing perspectives

This provides multilingual learners with language, 
structure, and confidence.

H. MODELING HISTORICAL
THINKING

Instructional layering for multilingual learners might look like:

1. preview vocabulary
2. examine an image
3. model analysis of Document A
4. provide sentence stems for Document B
5. pair discussion
6. shared writing of a paragraph
7. independent evidence collection

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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    Materials

● The "10 Traditional → 
Revised → Why It's 
Better" chart

● Copies of currently used 
DBQs

● Highlighters or digital 
annotation tools

Purpose
To help educators analyze traditional DBQ 
questions and revise them so they better reflect:
● human agency
● multiple perspectives
● accessible and respectful language
● complexity
● space for multilingual learner success

PD ACTIVITY 1: REVISING DBQ QUESTIONS THROUGH AN ASSET-BASED 
LENS (60–90 minutes)

Re-Imagining Migration
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This section provides professional development (PD) activities, protocols, and tools 
designed to help educators strengthen their practice in creating culturally responsive, 
asset-based DBQs for multilingual learners. These activities may be used in workshops, 
PLCs, coaching cycles, or department meetings.

The goals of these PD structures are to:

● deepen teacher understanding of culturally responsive, asset-based DBQ 
principles

● strengthen collaborative curriculum design
● build confidence in supporting multilingual learners
● promote reflective practice
● create consistency and coherence across grade levels and teams

Overview

Process
1. MODEL THE PROCESS (15 min.)

Facilitator displays a traditional DBQ question (e.g., "What drove the sugar trade?").

Ask teachers:

● What assumptions are embedded in this question?
● Who is centered? Who is missing?
● Does this invite or restrict multiple interpretations?
● Is the language accessible?

Then show the revised version: "How did political, economic, and human forces shape the 
rise of the sugar trade, and how did these forces affect the people and communities 
involved?"

Discuss why it is better.
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2. SMALL GROUP REVISION WORK (20 min.)

Teachers select 1–2 questions from their own curriculum.

Groups annotate using prompts:

● Where is human agency?
● Are multiple perspectives possible?
● Will multilingual learners understand the question as written?
● Does the question oversimplify?

3. REVISION & SHARE-OUT (20-30 min.)

● Groups share revised questions.

Colleagues respond using the protocol:

● I notice...
● I wonder...
● One idea to strengthen the question is...

4. REFLECTION (10 min)

Teachers write or discuss: "How did revising the question change the type of thinking this 
DBQ invites?"

PD ACTIVITY 1: REVISING DBQ QUESTIONS THROUGH AN 
ASSET-BASED LENS (60–90 minutes)

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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PD ACTIVITY 2: TEXT-SET REVISION WORKSHOP 
(90–120 minutes)

    Materials

● Text-Set Checklist
● Sample text sets
● Chart paper or digital 

workspace
● Colored markers or tags 

for coding

Purpose
To support educators in selecting, analyzing, and 
revising DBQ text sets using asset-based, 
culturally responsive criteria.

Note: This activity draws on guidance created by 
Jill Eisenberg (LEE & LOW Books) on designing 
rich, inclusive text sets that support all learners.

Process
1. TEXT-SET INVENTORY (15 min)

Teachers list all documents currently included 
in a DBQ text set.

Prompts:

● What is each document's purpose?
● What does it show?
● What does it not show?

2. REPRESENTATION & PERSPECTIVE 
ANALYSIS (20 min)

Using the checklist, teachers analyze:

● whose voices appear most
● whose are missing
● whether documents show diversity within 

groups
● whether community or marginalized voices 

are included

3. ACCESS ANALYSIS FOR 
MULTILINGUAL LEARNERS (15 min.)

Prompts:

● Which documents are most 
accessible?

● Which require additional supports?
● Do captions provide enough context?
● Are vocabulary demands reasonable?

4. ADD, REMOVE, OR REORGAIZE SOURCES (
30 min)

Teachers adjust text sets by:

● adding multimodal sources
● replacing outdated or harmful sources
● reorganizing sequence for comprehension
● adjusting complexity

5. SHARE & REFLECT (20 min.)

Teams present changes and explain the rationale.

Reflection prompt: "How do these revisions increase access, rigor, and representation?"

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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PLC TOOLS & DISCUSSION PROTOCOLS

1. The Four-Lenses DBQ Review Protocol

Teams examine a DBQ through four lenses:

● Representation
● Language Access
● Historical Thinking
● Human Themes

Each teacher annotates under each lens, then the group synthesizes.

Use these structures to support ongoing collaboration.

2. The Source Walk

Teachers walk through each document, asking:

● What perspective is here?
● What's missing?
● Who might struggle to access this?
● What supports would help?

3. The Complexity Check

Teams evaluate whether the DBQ:

● allows for multiple interpretations
● avoids binaries
● presents complexity
● encourages evidence-based argumentation

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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REFLECTION PROMPTS FOR TEACHER SELF-ASSESSMENT

Representation & Perspectives

● Whose voices are centered?
● Whose experiences are 

missing?
● Does the DBQ portray people 

with agency?

Use these prompts in coaching, journaling, or PLC discussions.

Language & Learning

Teachers walk through each document, 
asking:

● What perspective is here?
● What's missing?
● Who might struggle to access 

this?
● What supports would help?

Historical Thinking

Teams evaluate whether the DBQ:

● allows for multiple interpretations
● avoids binaries
● presents complexity
● encourages evidence-based 

argumentation

Civic & Ethical Lens

● How does the DBQ allow students 
to explore fairness, justice, and 
community?

Instructional Reflection

● Where will students talk?
● Where will they write?
● Where might they struggle—and what supports will I add?

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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Overview
The appendices provide practical tools educators can use immediately in planning, 
teaching, and reflecting on culturally responsive, asset-based DBQs. These tools are 
designed to be flexible, adaptable, and accessible to multilingual learners.

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide



1 How different were the 
classical civilizations of 
Greece and China?

How did people in Classical 
Greece and China develop 
distinct ideas about 
community, leadership, and 
learning?

Moves from comparison 
to meaning-making; 
highlights agency and 
cultural values.

2 What caused the Mau 
Mau Rebellion?

How did different 
communities experience 
Mongol expansion, and how 
have those experiences 
shaped how people 
remember the Mongols 
today?

Moves from comparison 
to meaning-making; 
highlights agency and 
cultural values.

3 What caused the Mau 
Mau Rebellion?

How did different people in 
Kenya respond to colonial 
rule, and what influenced 
whether they chose to 
resist, support, or oppose 
the Mau Mau movement?

Avoids flattening 
complexity; centers 
human motivations and 
diverse responses.

4 How different were 
Christian and Muslim 
responses to the Black 
Death?

How did different 
communities make sense 
of the Black Death, and 
what do their responses 
reveal about their beliefs 
and knowledge?

Avoids treating religions 
as monoliths; humanizes 
responses to crisis.

APPENDIX A: FULL QUESTION REVISION CHART
This chart includes the full set of 10 question revisions from Section IV, formatted for easy reference 
and printing.
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# Traditional Question Revised, Culturally 
Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better
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5 What was the most 
important consequence 
of the printing press?

How did the spread of 
printing change access to 
information, learning, and 
power for different groups?

Adds power, equity, and 
varied impacts; uses 
clearer, more concrete 
language.

6 What drove the sugar 
trade?

What political, economic, 
and human forces shaped 
the rise of the sugar trade, 
and how did these forces 
affect the people and 
communities involved?

Incorporates systems 
thinking and human 
consequences.

7 How similar were factory 
workers in England and 
Japan?

How did workers in England 
and Japan navigate the 
demands of industrial work, 
and what shaped the 
similarities or differences in 
their experiences?

Centers agency; avoids 
oversimplified 
comparison.

8 How did the Constitution 
guard against tyranny?

What ideas about power 
shaped the Constitution's 
design, and how have those 
limits affected people and 
communities over time?

Connects structures to 
lived experience; uses 
accessible language.
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# Traditional Question Revised, Culturally 
Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better

APPENDIX A: FULL QUESTION REVISION CHART



9 What types of citizens 
does a democracy need?

How have people and 
communities contributed to 
democratic life, and how 
have ideas about 
participation changed over 
time?

Allows multiple valid 
interpretations; avoids 
prescriptive definitions.

10 What were the 
underlying causes of 
World War I?

How did different nations 
and communities respond 
to rising tensions before 
World War I, and what 
factors shaped their 
choices?

Humanizes 
decision-making; avoids 
oversimplified causation.
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# Traditional Question Revised, Culturally 
Responsive Question

Why This 
Revision Is Better

APPENDIX A: FULL QUESTION REVISION CHART

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide



45

Representation & Voice

☐ Multiple perspectives appear

☐ Diversity within groups is represented

☐ Community voices included where 
appropriate

☐ People are shown with agency, not as 
stereotypes

Accuracy & Harm Avoidance

☐ Sources are historically accurate

☐ Harmful or outdated portrayals are 
contextualized

☐ No single story is presented as universal

Accessibility for Multilingual Learners

☐ Captions provide meaningful context

☐ Vocabulary support is integrated

☐ Documents at varied reading levels

☐ Multimodal sources included

☐ Opportunities for talk and interpretation

Purposeful Design

☐ Documents build toward the Big Question

☐ Sequencing moves from accessible to complex

☐ Each source adds something new

☐ Visuals and text are balanced

APPENDIX B: TEXT-SET CHECKLIST
This checklist integrates guidance from Jill Eisenberg (LEE & LOW Books) and 
culturally responsive DBQ principles.
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1. Big Question

Write your guiding question.

Check: agency, clarity, complexity, multiple 
perspectives.

2. Key Understanding

Identify the essential ideas students need.

3. Document List

Source | Type | Purpose | Perspective | 
Supports Needed

3.

4. Guiding Questions

Document A:

Document B:

Document C:

APPENDIX C: DBQ PLANNING TEMPLATE

5. Instructional Supports

Vocabulary, captions, organizers, models, 
home-language supports.

3.

6. Document Sequence

Explain why this order builds 
understanding.

7. Writing Task

Prompt, thesis frame, paragraph structure, rubric.

3.

The Re-Imagining Migration Designing DBQs for All: The Educator’s Guide
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1. See-Think-Wonder*

I see...

I think...

I wonder...

2. Sourcing Routine

Who created this?

When and where?

Why? For whom?

What perspective might they have?

3. Evidence/Interference Chart

Evidence from the source

 What I understand from this

3.

4. Comparison Chart

Document A |

Document B |

 Similarities & Differences

APPENDIX D: DOCUMENT ANALYSIS TOOLS

5. Agency Analysis

What choices did people have?

What influenced their decisions?

What obstacles or constraints existed?

3.

*See-Think-Wonder is a Project Zero Thinking Routine
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Culturally responsive, asset-based DBQs transform how students engage with 
history. When designed with care, they create classrooms where multilingual 
learners don't just access content—they interpret, question, and reason through 
complex ideas alongside their peers. These DBQs honor the knowledge students 
bring, maintain high expectations for all, and prepare young people to navigate a 
world shaped by migration, diversity, and change with curiosity, empathy, and civic 
imagination.

CONCLUSION
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