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Question 3 
(Significant Journeys)  

 
The score reflects the quality of the essay as a whole—its content, its style, its mechanics. Students are 
rewarded for what they do well. The score for an exceptionally well-written essay may be raised by 1 point 
above the otherwise appropriate score. In no case may a poorly written essay be scored higher than a 3.  
 
9–8 These detailed, well-written essays identify a physical journey in a novel, play, or poem and explain 

persuasively how the journey contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole. Using apt and 
specific examples, they describe the journey well and argue cogently for its significance. These 
essays need not be flawless. Still, they exhibit the ability to analyze a literary work with 
understanding and insight, sustaining coherence and control over the whole discussion. The best 
essays will be written with exceptional maturity and sophistication. 

 
7–6 These competent essays also identify a physical journey in a novel, play, or poem and discuss 

plausibly its contribution to the meaning of the work as a whole. These essays contain good insights, 
but their analysis is less thorough, less perceptive, or less specific than the best essays.  References 
to the text may be fewer or less aptly chosen, and they are sometimes briefer or less incisive. Their 
arguments are clear, but the writing does not show the same maturity or control as the 9–8 essays. 

 
5  These essays are characterized by superficiality. They refer to a physical journey and discuss its 

significance, but they lack sufficient depth or development. They may rely on unsubstantiated 
generalization or plot summary. They may choose a less appropriate work or fail to explain the 
journey’s significance sufficiently. While accurate in a general way, these essays may be marred by 
unsophisticated thinking or immature writing. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays reveal incomplete or oversimplified understanding of the work or discuss an 

inappropriate journey in it. They may fail to link the journey to the work as a whole or may distort the 
idea of a journey to fit something that isn’t one. Their assertions may be implausible, irrelevant, or 
simply mistaken. They may rely almost entirely on plot summary. Often wordy and repetitious, the 
writing may lack control or coherence and may contain recurrent stylistic flaws. Essays that contain 
significant misreading and/or unusually inept writing should be scored a 3. 

 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of essays in the 4–3 range. They may seriously misread the 

text or fail to understand the question. Often they are unacceptably brief.  While some attempt is 
made to answer the question, these essays contain little clarity, organization, or support from the 
text. They may be poorly written on several counts and contain distracting errors in grammar and 
mechanics. Essays with little coherent writing or discussion of the text should be scored a 1. 

 
0 These essays make no more than a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays either are left blank or are completely off topic. 
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Question 3 
 
Sample: 3A 
Score: 8 
 
This sophisticated essay begins with a very well-focused initial paragraph establishing the connection 
between Marlowe’s literal journey in Heart of Darkness and his increasingly close “contact with the 
corruption and savagery of mankind when unfettered and empowered.” The concise and resourceful writing 
moves easily between abstraction and specific examples, including apt quotations: “‘white[d] sepulchre,’” 
“‘one of the dark places of the earth,’” “‘his own stuff.’” The student writes an especially strong third 
paragraph developing the relation between the “snakelike river” in Africa, the novel’s opening scene in 
London on the Thames, and the history of “power-hungry” imperialists. This is not to say that the response is 
without flaw. The essay’s second paragraph focuses only on foreshadowings of what the physical, moral, and 
psychological journey will be, and its last paragraph rather hastily sums up Marlowe’s “deeper 
understanding” without specifying what that is or how he changes. Still, these are minor problems in an 
otherwise persuasive essay. 
 
Sample: 3B  
Score: 6 
 
This essay on The Importance of Being Earnest is immediately clear about the physical journeys in the work 
and their larger implications in the play’s satire. The explanation of the plot is admirably clear as well and 
helps to substantiate the meaning of the double lives adopted by both Jack and Algernon. While the 
discussion shows a strong grasp of the play’s issues, they are left undeveloped, and almost no details of the 
action are mentioned, no memorable moments are singled out, and no quotations are given to help 
characterize the satire as witty or funny or complex. The student’s claim about Wilde’s “underlying contempt 
for Victorian propriety” is promising, but no persuasive detail emerges to support this claim. 
 
Sample: 3C 
Score: 4 
 
The student tries to change the question about a journey into one about location or neighborhood. What 
follows is a reductive account of racial oppression in Native Son, categorized in three locations: “colored” 
neighborhoods associated with oppression and frustration; white neighborhoods associated with 
opportunity; and the jail where Bigger Thomas ends up, associated with hopelessness. Even if the action of 
the novel could be described as Bigger’s journey from one to the other of these places, this argument would 
still be oversimplified, a distortion of the novel, and unpersuasive. The writing is serviceable but very 
repetitious and entirely lacking in persuasive detail or any deeper insight. 
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