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Question 1 
(Mary Oliver’s “The Black Walnut Tree”) 

 
The score reflects the quality of the essay as a whole — its content, style, and 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 persuasive analysis of Oliver’s use of figurative language and other poetic 

techniques to convey her ideas about the relationship between the tree and family. These essays 
offer a range of interpretations; they provide convincing readings of both the ideas and Oliver’s 
use of figurative language and other poetic techniques. They demonstrate consistent and effective 
control over the elements of composition in language appropriate to the analysis of poetry. Their 
textual references are apt and specific. Though they may not be error-free, these essays are 
perceptive in their analysis and demonstrate writing that is clear and sophisticated, and in the 
case of essays scored a 9, especially persuasive. 

 
7–6 These essays offer a reasonable analysis of Oliver’s use of figurative language and other poetic 

techniques to convey her ideas about the relationship between the tree and family. They are less 
thorough or less precise in their discussion of the ideas and Oliver’s use of figurative language and 
other poetic techniques, and their analysis of the relationship between the two is less thorough or 
convincing. These essays demonstrate the student’s ability to express ideas clearly, making 
references to the text, although they do not exhibit the same level of effective writing as the 9–8 
responses. Essays scored a 7 present better developed analysis and more consistent command of 
the elements of effective composition than do essays scored a 6. 

 
 5 These essays respond to the assigned task with a plausible reading of Oliver’s use of figurative 

language and other poetic techniques to convey her ideas about the relationship between the tree 
and family, but they tend to be superficial in their analysis of the ideas and of figurative language 
and other poetic techniques. They often rely on paraphrase, which may contain some analysis, 
implicit or explicit. Their analysis of the relationship of the ideas or of Oliver’s use of figurative 
language and other poetic techniques may be vague, formulaic, or minimally supported by 
references to the text. There may be minor misinterpretations of the poem. These essays 
demonstrate some control of language, but may be marred by surface errors. They are not as well 
conceived, organized, or developed as 7–6 essays. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays fail to offer an adequate analysis of the poem. The analysis may be partial, 

unconvincing, or irrelevant, or it may ignore Oliver’s ideas about the relationship between the tree 
and family or her use of figurative language and other poetic techniques. Evidence from the poem 
may be slight or misconstrued, or the essays may rely on paraphrase only. The essays often 
demonstrate a lack of control over the conventions of composition: inadequate development of 
ideas, accumulation of errors, or a focus that is unclear, inconsistent, or repetitive. Essays scored a 
3 may contain significant misreading, demonstrate inept writing, or do both. 
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Question 1 (continued) 
 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of the essays in the 4–3 score range. Although some 

attempt has been made to respond to the prompt, the assertions are presented with little clarity, 
organization, or support from the poem. These essays may contain serious errors in grammar and 
mechanics. They may offer a complete misreading or be unacceptably brief. Essays scored a 1 
contain little coherent discussion of the poem. 

 
 0 These essays give a response that is completely off topic or inadequate; there may be some mark 

or a drawing or a brief reference to the task. 
 
—- These essays are entirely blank.  
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Question 1 
 
Overview 
 
This question asked students to carefully read the poem “The Black Walnut Tree” by contemporary 
American poet Mary Oliver and to write a well-organized essay analyzing how figurative language and 
other poetic techniques help Oliver convey her ideas about the relationship between the tree and the 
family. 
 
With a continued emphasis on devices and techniques as a means of conveying meaning, the question 
was designed to help students examine ideas and their relationships, as well as how those ideas and the 
relationships between them are conveyed to the reader. While the beginning of the poem focuses on the 
relationship between a mother and daughter and a particular black walnut tree, the poem’s meaning 
broadens to include how the particular family views itself against the backdrop of its heritage and the 
sacrifices made by “the fathers” to cultivate the land and develop roots in America. Imagery is one form of 
figurative language that students readily cited, and many of them discussed a number of other poetic 
techniques in their essays. 
 
Sample: 1A 
Score: 8 
 
This persuasive essay offers a clear thesis in the opening paragraph, asserting that the tree is “a symbol of 
their family heritage and fathers’ labor.” The second paragraph lacks sophistication in language but 
nonetheless recognizes the reluctance on the part of the speaker and her mother to remove the tree, even 
though doing so would be “practical and logical.” The third paragraph identifies the shift in the poem from 
“literal to figurative language” and connects that shift to what the student sees as one of the central ideas 
in the poem: the tree as “a symbol with undeniable familial value.” This idea is further developed with apt 
textual references, which contribute to the building of a persuasive case for the significance of the tree. 
The fourth paragraph becomes a bit didactic but ultimately remains focused on the main argument. The 
concluding paragraph analyzes the phrase “whip-/crack,” focusing both on the connotation of the phrase 
and its position within the text. The assertions are made with confidence and are connected to both the 
text and the argument. The final assertion that the tree is a “treasured remembrance, which is never 
dependent on transitory circumstances” is an effective conclusion. The essay contains clear and confident 
writing throughout, but it is not quite as sophisticated or well developed as an essay scored a 9. 
 
Sample: 1B 
Score: 6 
 
This essay offers a reasonable analysis of Oliver’s poem, paying attention to how literary devices are used 
to convey the relationship between the speaker and the tree. The first paragraph does not do much more 
than rephrase the prompt, but the student does indicate the poetic devices that will ultimately be 
addressed in the analysis. The second paragraph focuses on how diction shows “the reader a particular 
foreshadowing of the women’s decision to come.” This is reasonable analysis, although this phrasing is 
representative of the writing found throughout, which is somewhat ineffective at times. The connection 
the student makes between the simile and “visualisation of the men” is tenuous, but the larger, reasonable 
point of the history between the family and the tree is not obscured by this issue. The essay then returns to 
a discussion of “powerful diction” but does not fully develop the analysis around this point. Instead of 
analyzing the language itself, the student makes the somewhat circular argument that the powerful 
language is necessary to indicate the importance of the tree. The conclusion does not merely restate the 
ideas offered in the introduction; it instead synthesizes the various points in service of conveying the 
larger role that the tree plays within the speaker’s family. Overall, this essay offers a reasonable, though at 
times less developed, analysis of the poem. 
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Question 1 (continued) 

 
Sample: 1C 
Score: 4 
 
This essay has fairly competent writing and attempts to elaborate, but it doesn’t demonstrate a thorough 
understanding of the poem. The introduction addresses the prompt with the claim that there is a 
respectful relationship between the tree and the family. In the second paragraph the student misreads the 
caution the speaker conveys about the tree as “dislike.” This  inaccurate analysis is further developed with 
a misreading of lines 16-17, leading the student to conclude that the speaker and her mother would “cut 
[the tree] down with little regret”; this misreading reflects the unconvincing nature of the analysis overall. 
The student then focuses on how parallelism “convey[s] the feelings of the family” but does not develop 
this observation to the level of convincing analysis. Repetition of the word “and” is offered in support of the 
claim regarding the fathers’ love, but the analysis making that connection is absent. The final point about 
“continual suffering” is partially accurate, but the assertion that the tree is suffering along with the family 
is problematic. Although the student should be rewarded for presenting some successful claims and 
demonstrating some control over the elements of composition (especially those related to structure), the 
generally unconvincing nature of the analysis kept this essay in the lower half of the scoring range. 
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