= Answers to the 1939 AP English Literature
| and Composition Examination

B Section I: Multiple Choice

B Section II: Free Response

Section |: Multiple Choice

Listed below are the correct answers to the multiple-choice questions along with the percentage of AP candidates
~ who answered each question correctly.

Section | Answer Key and Percent Answering Correctly

Item Correct PercenfCorrect by Grade
No Answer 5 3

ltem Correct  Percent Correct by Grade -
No.  Answer 5 3 2 Total
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Section ll: Free Response

On the next several pages, you will find a general
analysis of each question, and the students’ performance
on it, by the Chief Faculty Consultant, Linda Hubert.
Following these are the scoring guidelines used by the
faculty consultants at the AP Reading. There are also
sample student responses for each question, along with
commentary indicating why the essay received the score
it did. A distribution of student scores on each free-
response question appears on page /1.

Question 1 — Overview

This question required students to read the 24-line
poem “Blackberry-Picking” by contemporary Irish
poet Seamus Heaney, “paying particular attention to
the physical intensity of the language.” In the well-
organized essay they were asked to writé; they were
charged to explain “how the poet conveys not just a
literal description of picking blackberries but a deeper
understanding of the whole experience.” Students were
prompted to include, should they wish, an analysis of
any of the following elements: diction, imagery, meta-
phor, rhyme, rhythm, and form.

This fine poem by a first-rate poet was a pleasing
text, apparently, to both the seasoned teachers who
scored the essays and to their young charges who wrote
them. No one faulted this selection, except perhaps to
remark that the AP English Development Committee,
with its poem by Eavan Boland last year and with the
one this year by Heaney, had suddenly “gone Irish.”
“Blackberry-Picking” proved more immediately acces-
sible to students than last year’s poem by Boland (or
indeed many others that we have provided in past
exams), and its appeal seemed to transcend nationality,
gender, race, and age. Almost all students were able to
describe the situation of the poem and to understand
at some level the speaker’s response to the quickly
deteriorating stash of berries. They seemed to enjoy
the vividness of the poem’s language, even if they
overlooked much of its suggestiveness.

There were numerous examples of student achieve-
ment on this question: superior students could work
effectively with the literal and metaphoric dimensions
of the poem without losing sight of their interconnec-
tion — without flattening the poem or diminishing its
richness. Competent students of poetry recognized the

defining perspective of youth versiis adulthood as they
took note that the poet works thiough the memory of
the man to reconstruct and assess his boyhood experi-
ences with blackberry picking. Some wrote of the rural
ritual of blackberry picking as it patterned the cycles of
the seasons; they conveyed with aptly chosen specific
detail how the strong, evocative language underscored
the speaker’s youthful exuberance and greed. Some few
saw implicit in the boyhood excess the éenesis of the
older speaker’s disappointment and despair.

However, for many if not most students, the ability
to probe the connection between the all but sinister
description of the fragility of the berries and the
speaker’s annual encounter with life’s transience was
limited. Too few went so far as to link the speaker’s
deepening recognition of the inevitable decay of the
berries with the implied defeat of grasping, greedy
youthful optimism. Nor did they develop an extended
discussion of the mature speaker’s understanding of
mortality by building on the language of the first stanza
as well as the second.

Regardless of the list of suggestions for analysis, we
were disappointed by the capacity of the preponderance
of student writers to define and discuss the artistic
strategies through which Heaney created and conveyed
meaning. The prompt asked for “how,” but some
students ignored this direction altogether. Many of the
dutiful essays that sought to give us the “how” plodded
through a discussion of the elements on the accompa-
nying list without shaping a coherent and insightful
argument. Indeed the list in the prompt seemed to
provoke superficial commentary and even tedious
similarities among the essays. The same observations —
often in essentially the same order — appeared in essay
after essay. However, very few students seemed aware of
the technical virtuosity of the poem. Most failed to
notice (or to venture to explain) its subtle repetitions of
sound and its reliance on consonance, assonance, and
off thyme rather than the conventional masculine
rhymes that might have been expected to bring closure
to its iambic pentameter couplets.

Although the merits of a list of suggested works
remain controversial, teachers often convey their relief
that such a list supplies support to students by helping
to provoke their own thinking.

Clearly English teachers have their work cut out for
them. Students wrenched the poem artificially askew

36




and failed to underscore the power of the poem’ rich
language to contain multiple meanings and to resonate
with even more. Perhaps the prompt might have stressed
the inherent relationship between the literal and
metaphoric — and avoided the words “deeper under-
standing” altogether. Unfortunately, the problem goes
deeper than the prompt to this one question. Almost
despite the careful choice of texts for the poetry ques-
tion year in and year out, the poetry essay continues to
present the most difficulty for students. Cerrainly, a
healthy representation of students dazzles us with their
sensitivity and insight. But many more seem for the
most part intimidated by poetry: they sometimes strain
so hard at “cracking a code” that their essays prove
reductive or convoluted. Though unusual this year,
total misreadings have not been uncommon in
previous years. i .

As we acknowledge the relatively low scores earned
by students from year to year on this essay question
(and indeed the occasional inconsistencies of these
scores when compared with those on the rest of the
test), we try to remember the difficulty of tasking
students to read and write about a provocative poem in
a limited time period.

It is important to remember that no paper on a
poem is without flaws of omission if not commission:
imprecisions or infelicities in diction, mistakes in
grammar or spelling, an abortive ending, an interpreta-
tion that is unpersuasive or even peculiar, or limited
development where we might hope for more. To write
about poetry, it seems, you have to be a little something
of a poet yourself — or at least empowered!by fine
teaching to tap the poetic spirit that exists at some level
within us all. In the 40 minutes available to write their
poetry essays, certain students manage only to convey
their confusion, their plodding literalness in reading a
poem, or even their desultory, unhinged renderings that
are not so much creative as unconvincing. The language
in the essays of others, of course, takes wings. That our
young people do as well as they do within the short
length of time they are given to read, study, and write is
perhaps no minor miracle.

The three student responses on pages 39-48 are
arranged with the strongest first, the next strongest second,
and the passable but undistinguished essay third.

*These directions apply to the scoring guideslines for every question.

Scoring Guidelines for Question 1

General divections for faculty consulsants:* This scoring
guide will be useful for most of the essays that you read,
but in problematic cases, please consult your Table
Leader. The score you assign should reflect your judg-
ment of the quality of the essay as 2 whole. Reward

the writers for what they do well. The score for an
exceptionally well-written essay may be raised by one
point from the score otherwise appropriate. In no case
may a poorly written essay be scored higher than 3.

9-8 These well-conceived and well-ordered essays
provide insightful analysis (implicit as well as
explicit) of how Heaney creates and conveys his
memory of picking blackberries. They appreciate
Heaney’s physically-intense language for its vivid
literal description, but théy also understand the
meaning of the experienceon a profound, meta-
phoric level. Although the writers of these essays
may offer a range of interpretations and/or choose
different poetic elements for emphasis, these papers
provide convincing readings of the poem and
maintain consistent control over the elements of
effective composition, including the language
unique to the criticism of verse. Their textual
references are apt and specific. Though they may
not be error-free, they demonstrate the writers’
ability to read poetry perceptively and to write with
clarity and sophistication.

7-6 These essays reflect a sound grasp of Heaney’s poem
and the power of its language; but they prove less
sensitive than the best essays to the poetic ways that
Heaney invests literal expérience with strong,
metaphoric implications. The interpretations of the
poem that they provide may falter in some particu-
lars or they may be less thorough or precise in their
discussion of how the speaker reveals the experience
of “blackberry-picking.” Nonetheless, their depen-
dence on paraphrase, if any, will be in the service of
analysis. These essays demonstrate the writers’
ability to express ideas clearly, but they do not
exhibit the same level of mastery, maturity, and/or
control as the very best essays. These essays are
likely to be briefer, less incisive, and less well-
supported than the 9-8 papers.

37




These essays are, at best, superficial. They respond
to the assigned task yet probably say little beyond
the most easily grasped observations. Their analysis
of how the experience of blackberry picking is
conveyed may be vague, formulaic, or inadequately
supported. They may suffer from the cumulative
force of many minor misreadings. They tend to rely
on paraphrase but nonetheless paraphrase which
contains some implicit analysis. Composition skills
are at a level sufficient to convey the writer’s
thoughts, and egregious mechanical errors do not
constitute a distraction. These essays are nonethe-
less not as well-conceived, organized, or developed
as upper-half papers.

4-3 These lower-half essays reveal an incomplete

understanding of the poem and perhaps an insuffi-
cient understanding of the prescribed task as well:
they may empbhasize literal description without
discussing the deeper implications of the black-
berry-picking experience. The analysis may be
partial, unconvincing, or irrelevant — or it may
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rely essentially on paraphrase. Evidence from the
text may be meager or misconstrued. The writing
demonstrates uncertain control over the elements of
composition, often exhibiting recurrent stylistic
flaws and/or inadequate development of ideas.
Essays scored 3 may contain significant misreading
and/or unusually inept writing.

2-1 These essays compound the weaknesses of the

papers in the 4-3 range. They may seriously misread
the poem. Frequently, they are unacceptably brief.
They are poorly written on several counts and may _
contain many distracting errors in grammar and
mechanics. Alchough some attempt may have been
made to respond to the question, the writer’s
assertions are presented with little clarity, organiza-
tion, or support from the text of the poem.

A response with no more than a reference to

the task.

A blank paper or completely off-topic response.



Sample Student Responses for Question 1
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Student Response 1 — Excellent
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 1, continued

R R L P A U /75
L Qd/ﬁa'ff sev] it o~ “ TAL
ol i hul At (32) 26-YWe hoeny
oD Gwesk ‘(;MQ% veb— o< Jos

o b -c@:{jf o G \*@*’ Lﬁnw—-—lﬁnﬂ—
. MIMm/XLvL 0‘/ ‘0(‘64« r»&7t‘/"\«6~Q— Aec‘ﬂ—/,}/-ﬂw,q

diﬁ“("rve'/‘ﬁaw o‘p ‘(@b“@vww-/m C&J,Q&M
b ap ceadr a/%f//vw “where Lnaa/cSan%»(
(o) 0.0 M’”W hondsr e {/wég.,

%ﬁu ) , ;
»QVV‘JJQ.. "/u/}i ﬂw /V/&&M, (7-8) a,wé G, u%‘
dered &4&/ Dewior_of ° sve [ehove His®
dechudio o LE pully spalilaioll
ke %%f A M% L

ana Il et
"'Qua, o ' W Q/WM— m// @q(%




Student Response 1, continued
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Dou "s!thele are other essays that ¢ convey the poems meamng in a more compelhng fashxon than this essay
‘manages — or that supply fuller readings of the rich imagery and diction found in “Blackberry-Picking.”

: Hewever, thIS is one whale of an essay! So much information is provided by this lengthy piece that it seems
_perverse o fault the essay - because of a vexing omission or dubious assertion (“casual form,” for instance?). The

_ expertise as. well as the ambition of the writer is apparent from the outset with the sophlstxcated technical

_ observations about svntax, rhvme, and meter. If these comments do not hold up © sczutmy in thexr entxrety, we:

cur in other essays to any apprecxable extent-") Smtularly, we overlook the se\reral errors.
b c1sagreement in the first sentence, for e‘cample, or the awkward s syntax that Lesults a
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‘ bOYlSh hope the young Wucer describes wn:h such conviction. : o

lpenmpose hxcrher meanmcrs '
l'to the language and various -
reatc and convey it In sum, both thc poet and the young critic who writes so ably about
iew with ‘compassion the ongoing nature of the human struggle to stay the unstayable. The =
embrace of the joy and exuberance conveyed in the biackberry struggle is inspiring evidence of his
I oW youthful enthuézasm for life — and for poetry. The mature regard: for the natural law of decline and
h is sxmllarly impressive. Imagme what he or she might do with a second — or third —— draft of this essay!
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Student Response 2— Good
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Student Response 2, continued
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Student Response 2, continued
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Student Response 3 — Creditable
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Student Response 3, continued
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Student Response 3, continued
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Question 2 — Overview

This question presented students with a passage from
Cormac McCarthy’s 1994 novel, The Crossing. The
novel’s narrator describes a beautifully self-contained
scene: a boy (or man, as many students labeled him;
they had no way of knowing), remote and isolated
from humankind in harsh natural surroundings, keeps a
night watch over the bloody carcass of his beloved wolf.
The external action appears static rather than dramatic.
However, dramatic activity occurs within the mind and
spirit of the grieving and guilty boy. Internal transfor-
mations result from new understandings of life and
death that are gained as he comes to terms with the
persistent, if elusive, power of nature. Students were
asked to write a well-organized essay that demonstrates
“how McCarthy’s techniques convey the impact of the
experience on the main character.” This assignment
proved to be all but ideal for this text.

The choice of the McCarthy passage for this exam
was made over mild protests from some members of the
AP English Development Committee. If McCarthy
has his enthusiasts, he also has his detractors. But on
balance, the committee agreed thar regardless of
idiosyncratic judgments about McCarthy’s ultimate
literary merit, this linguistically rich passage held
particular promise for the purposes of the AP Exam.
General satisfaction with the question confirmed the
wisdom of selecting a writer whose exposure on this
national test might help promote works that secondary
students would henceforth enjoy reading.

The Cormac McCarthy passage posed immediate
problems of context, vocabulary, and tone for less
talented students. Probably many of these considered
the question daunting when they initially confronted it.
It provided the same challenges of textual analysis as
poetry, compounded with its own complexities of
narrative structure. Furthermore, the stem of the
question did not suggest appropriate techniques that
might be discussed; students, in fact, were provided
little guidance for their essays. :

Indeed, the one consistent suggestion that was
offered by evaluators on this question was the need for
additional information in the stem. They were particu-
larly sensitive to the fact that students were left guessing
as to the factors that resulted in the death of the wolf.
They felt that knowing that the boy played a role in his
own loss was important to understanding his state of

mind. Student writers are not held-dccountable on the
exam for expertise on either the sp&cific work chosen
for the text or for its author’s canon. Nonetheless, it is
apparent in retrospect that had they been informed of
the protagonist’s age and his culpability in the wolf’s
death, they might have jumped to fewer conclusions
which evaluators had to forgive.

Perhaps because no suggested techniques were named
in the directions of the questions, some students strove
desperately and often all too creatively to come up with
strategies to discuss. Some of these, like “pathos build-
ing” (a noble effort?), seemed more identified 'with
outcome or intent than with specific technical ractics.
Many students focused on familiar concepts such as
setting, imagery, character development, diction, and
— remarkably but appropriately — syntax; however,
others struggled hard with little coherent result or
seemed stymied altogether. Numerous options were
possible, however, and sophisticated commentary about
point of view, tense, pace, and religious and mythical
allusions enlivened these essays for readers.

This essay question thus seemed the best on the
exam for eliciting strong writing and for student and
reader satisfaction. Talented and well-trained students
provided extraordinary responses. Even weaker students
worked well to extract meaning from contextual clues,
even if they did not grasp fully the boy’s awe at the
wolf’s transfiguration from life to larger than life. The
question produced an impressive range of scores and
proved to be an especially reliable discriminator of
student abilities.

Scoring Guidelines for Question 2

9-8 The writers of these well-constructed essays define
the dramatic nature of the experience described in
Cormac McCarthy’s passage and ably demonstrate
how the author conveys the impact of the experi-
ence upon the main character. Having fashioned a
convincing thesis about the character’s reaction to
the death of the wolf, these writers support their
assertions by analyzing the use of specific literary
techniques (such as point of view, syntax, imagery,
or diction) that prove fundamental to their under-
standing of McCarthy’s narrative design. They
make appropriate references to the text to illustrate
their argument. Although not without flaws, these
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essays reflect the writer’s ability to control a wide
range of the elements of effective writing to provide
a keen analysis of a literary text.

7-6 Developing a sound thesis, these writers discuss

with clarity and conviction both the character’s
response to the death of the wolf and certain
techniques used to convey the impact this experi-
ence has upon the main character. These essays may
not be entirely responsive to the rich suggestiveness
of the passage or as precise in describing the
dramatic impact of the event. Although they
provide specific references to the text, the analysis is
less persuasive and perhaps less sophisticated than
papers in the 9-8 range: they seem less insightful or
less controlled, they develop fewer techniques, or
their discussion of details may be mdre limited.
Nonetheless, they confirm the writer’s ability to
read literary texts with comprehension and to write
with organization and control.

These essays construct a reasonable if reductive
thesis; they attempt to link the authors literary
techniques to the reader’s understanding of the
impact of the experience on the main character.
However, the discussion may be superficial, pedes-
trian, and/or lacking in consistent control. The

organization may be ineffective or not fully realized.

The analysis is less developed, less precise, and less
convincing than that of upper half essays; misinter-
pretations of particular references or illustrations
may detract from the overall effect.
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4-3 These essays attempt to discus$ the impact of this

dramatic experience upon thé'main character —
and perhaps mention one or more techniques used
by McCarthy to effect this end. The discussion,
however, may be inaccurate or undeveloped. These
writers may misread the passage in an essential way,
rely on paraphrase, or provide only limited atten-
tion to technique. Illustrations from the text tend
to be misconstrued, inexact, or omitted altogether.
The writing may be sufficient to convey ides,
although typically it is characterized by weak
diction, syntax, grammar, or organization. Essays
scored three are even less able and may not refer to
technique at all.

2-1 These essays fail to respond adequately to the

question. They may demonstrate confused thinking
and/or consistent weaknesses in grammar or
another basic element of composition. They are
often unacceptably brief. Although the writer may
have made some attempt to answer the question,
the views presented have little clarity or coherence;
significant problems with reading comprehension
seem evident. Essays that are especially inexact,
vacuous, and/or mechanically unsound should be
scored 1.

A response with no more than a reference to

the task.

A blank paper or completely off-topic response.



Sample Student Responses for Question 2

Student Response 1 — Excellent
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 2 — Very Good
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Student Response 2, continued
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Student Response 2, continued
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Student Response 3 — Creditable
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Student Response 3, continued
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Question 3 — Overview

Students were offered an elegant observation by 18th-
century novelist Laurence Sterne: “No body, but he who
has felt it, can conceive what a plaguing thing it is to
have a man’s mind torn asunder by two projects of
equal strength, both obstinately pulling in a contrary
direction at the same time.” The question challenged
them to select from an appropriate novel or play a
“character (not necessarily the protagonist) whose mind
is pulled in conflicting directions by two compelling
desires, ambitions, obligations, or influences. Then, in a
well-organized essay, identify each of the two conflicting
forces and explain how this conflict within one charac-
ter illuminates the meaning of the work as'a whole.”

A large number of students chose characters that
were contained in novels or plays from a list of sug-
gested texts which followed the prompt. The tormented
minds of characters from Macbeth, The Scarlet Letter
and The Awakening were exhaustively (and exhaustingly)
discussed; readers began to consider essays about
Hamlet the “unkindest cut of all.” Indeed, almost any
text could be construed to work with this year’s ques-
tion, so the majority of students were prepared for this
task. Even some seemingly unsuitable textual choices
nonetheless led to excellent essays from gifted students:
one student writer wrote compellingly of deep inter-
nalized conflicts that could be glimpsed beneath
Ahab’s monomaniacal behavior — not a task many
could undertake with impunity. Beckett’s Waiting
Jor Godor seemed another improbable text for this
task, but the student, treating Vladimir and Estragon
as a single consciousness managed a passable if not
distinguished essay.

The question read more slowly than usual, perhaps
because it was easy for the students to have plenty to
say. Some critics of the question thought that the
prompt should have strongly warded off plot summary.
However, the structure of this question did not tempt
recapitulation of narrative line as so many questions
seem to do. Therefore, plot summary, which is the
usual pitfall of students on question 3, was primarily a
problem in weaker essays where it is often inevitable.
When preparing students for reading and writing about
fiction or drama, teachers need to emphasize the
distinction between organizing an essay around plot

summary and providing an essay ordered around its

writer’s own central argument.
Given the range of titles that appear on this open

question every year, we conclude that teachers seem to

be expanding the literary canon for students in appro-
priate ways. The list of suggested works thar typically
accompanies the open question reflects the intention of
the AP English Development Committee to encourage
teachers to acknowledge in their curricular choices the
diverse voices that have produced worthy works for
literary study. Often titles for these lists are gleaned
from essays encountered during previous readings; in
fact, educators can extract important data about the
works to which high school students are exposed — at
least those in ambitious programs like AP. Sometimes
titles emerge from those newly included in the college
courses of members of the AP-English Development
Committee, or they occur as a consequence of the cross-
fertilization of regions and cultures that proves so vital
and energizing during our scoring sessions.

However, evaluators of question 3 differ on whether
a list of titles should accompany the question. The 1998
AP English Literature and Composition Examination
provided an entirely open essay question that suggested
no titles at all, and some readers were thrilled with the
variety of imaginative selections that seemed provoked
by this omission. Most readers, however, continue to
underscore the assistance such a list represents for
students, if only to stimulate their good thinking. They
also acknowledged the guidance and support these lists
offer to the AP classroom teacher who may be working
against odds to stretch the curriculum to include new
and diverse texts.

Question 3, as wrirten, worked as well as any we
have provided. It is probably the favorite essay that
students write, as well as the favorite essay of many
evaluators to read. In this task, students have an oppor-
tunity to benefit from the study of particular texts they
have mastered during their AP course, and to a larger
extent than with the other two free-response questions,
they control their fate. It gives us great pleasure to
affirm their skills — both for selecting an appropriate
text for the question and for providing an ordered and
well-illustrated analysis.



Sample Student Responses fo_r Question 3
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Student Response 1 — Excellent
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 1, continued
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Student Response 2, continued
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Student Response 2, continued
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