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Question 3 

(Function of a Foil) 
 

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 essays offer a well-focused and persuasive analysis of how a foil or minor character 

emphasizes, by contrast or comparison, the distinctive characteristics and qualities of a main 
character. Using apt and specific textual support, these essays fully explore that relationship and 
demonstrate what it contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole. Although not without flaws, 
these essays make a strong case for their interpretation and discuss the literary work with significant 
insight and understanding. Generally, essays scored a 9 reveal more sophisticated analysis and more 
effective control of language than do those scored an 8.  

 
7–6 These essays offer a reasonable analysis of how a foil emphasizes, by contrast or comparison, the 

distinctive characteristics and qualities of a main character. They explore that relationship and 
demonstrate what it contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole. These essays show insight 
and understanding, but the analysis is less thorough, less perceptive, and/or less specific in 
supporting detail than that of those in the 9–8 range. Generally, essays scored a 7 present better-
developed analysis and more consistent command of the elements of effective composition than do 
those scored a 6. 

 
5 These essays respond to the assigned task with a plausible reading, but they tend to be superficial or 

underdeveloped in analysis. They often rely on plot summary that contains some analysis, implicit or 
explicit. Although the essays attempt to discuss how the foil illuminates the distinctive 
characteristics and qualities of a main character and how the relationship contributes to the work as 
a whole, they may demonstrate a rather simplistic understanding of the work. Typically, these 
responses reveal unsophisticated thinking and/or immature writing. They demonstrate adequate 
control of language, but they may lack effective organization and may be marred by surface errors. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays offer a less than thorough understanding of the task or a less than adequate 

treatment of it. They reflect an incomplete or oversimplified understanding of the work, or they may 
fail to establish the relationship between the foil and a main character. They may not address or 
develop a response to how that relationship contributes to the work as a whole, or they may rely on 
plot summary alone. Their assertions may be unsupported or even irrelevant. Often wordy, elliptical, 
or repetitious, these essays may lack control over the elements of college-level composition. Essays 
scored a 3 may contain significant misreading and demonstrate inept writing. 

 
2–1 Although these essays make some attempt to respond to the prompt, they compound the 

weaknesses of those in the 4–3 range. Often, they are unacceptably brief or are incoherent in 
presenting their ideas. They may be poorly written on several counts and contain distracting errors 
in grammar and mechanics. The ideas are presented with little clarity, organization, or supporting 
evidence. Particularly inept, vacuous, and/or incoherent essays must be scored a 1. 

 
0 These essays do no more than make a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays either are left blank or are completely off topic. 
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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 
2008 SCORING COMMENTARY 

 
Question 3 

 
Overview 
 
The prompt for question 3, the “open” question, began by noting that in literary works, a minor character, 
often known as a foil, possesses traits that emphasize, by contrast or comparison, the distinctive 
characteristics and qualities of the main character. The prompt added that the ideas or behavior of the 
minor character might be used to highlight the weaknesses or strengths of the main character. Students 
were then asked to choose a novel or play in which a minor character serves as a foil to a main character 
and to write an essay analyzing how the relation between the minor character and the major character 
illuminates the meaning of the work as a whole. 
 
The aim of this prompt was to assess students’ abilities to move beyond paraphrase or summary, which 
focuses on description of events in the text, to comparative analysis of the foil and the major character as a 
way of understanding the larger significance of the work. To respond to the question successfully, 
students needed to write an effective and well-organized essay that grounded persuasive analysis of the 
meaning of the work in a detailed character analysis. 
 
Sample: 3A 
Score: 8 
 
This detailed discussion of The Joy Luck Club provides a perceptive analysis, amply supported with 
evidence. The essay correctly suggests that the “book is all about the strength of individuals, knowing self 
worth, and being true to yourself.” The student chooses Huang Taitai as an appropriate foil to Lindo Jong and 
demonstrates in detail how “Huang was able to brainwash Lindo into thinking she had a good life . . . , and 
that she owed everything she had to Huang.” The essay is insightful and mature in its understanding of the 
novel and quite well written, employing a rich, precise vocabulary. Although there is some plot summary in 
the early portions of the response, the length of the essay allows for plenty of thoughtful interpretation. 
 
Sample: 3B  
Score: 6 
 
This essay on The Color Purple develops an implicit argument about male oppression and how Celie’s 
father’s abuses affect her as a character and influence her concept of herself. The middle part of the essay is 
unfocused and—at first—implies that Shug serves as Celie’s foil. It is not until the very end of the essay, in 
the concluding paragraph, that the student finally states explicitly that Celie’s father is her foil, representing 
“every characteristic that Celie learns not to be.” Although the discussion of this novel briefly alludes to 
Maslow’s hierarchy, it does not fully develop how Celie achieves self-actualization. 
 
Sample: 3C  
Score: 4 
 
This discussion of The Kite Runner provides a less-than-adequate treatment of Baba as the foil to the main 
character Hassan: “He emphasizes the good qualities in Hassan.” The essay’s very thin development and 
rather vague supporting evidence make the analysis unconvincing. Short, repetitively constructed, 
declarative sentences (“Hassan is just like this,” “He had good intentions however,” “The character of Baba 
was extravagant”) contribute to the impression that the discussion is, on the whole, simplistic. 
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