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Question 1 
(Hughes’s “To Paint a Water Lily”) 

 
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 provide insightful analysis of Hughes’s poem. They discern the 

differences between the worlds above and below the lily, and effectively address the poet’s implied 
attitudes toward nature as well as the way he defines the artist’s task. These essays may offer a 
range of interpretations and emphasize a variety of poetic techniques, but they are alike in their 
coherence and persuasiveness, maintaining consistent control over the elements of effective 
composition and illustrating the poem’s techniques with apt and specific examples. These essays 
need not be flawless. But the best essays will demonstrate the student’s ability to read poetry well 
and to write with clarity and sophistication. 

 
7–6 These competent essays convey a coherent understanding of the poem, including both its attitudes 

toward nature and toward the artist’s task. Their interpretations may falter in some particulars or 
may be less detailed or precise. These essays demonstrate the student’s ability to express ideas 
clearly but do not exhibit the same maturity or control as the very best essays. They are likely to be 
briefer or more general and less well supported than the 9–8 essays. 

 
5 These essays demonstrate some understanding of the poet’s attitudes, but they are more superficial 

and less convincing than the upper-half essays. Discussion may center on only part of the prompt or 
be inadequately supported by references to the text or overly generalized. Although the writing is 
adequate to convey the student’s ideas and is not marred by distracting errors, these essays are not 
as well conceived, organized, or developed as those in the upper half. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays reveal an incomplete understanding of the poem and/or a mistaken 

conception of the task. They may discuss the description of the scene without addressing the 
poem’s attitudes. Their assertions may be implausible or irrelevant or otherwise inexact. They may 
rely almost entirely on paraphrase. Often wordy and repetitious, the writing reveals uncertain control 
of college-level composition 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 those in the 4–3 range. They may seriously misread the 

text or be unacceptably brief. Although some attempt may be made to answer the question, there is 
little clarity, organization, or supporting example. They may be poorly written on several counts and 
contain distracting errors in grammar and mechanics. Essays with little coherent discussion of the 
text should be scored a 1. 

 
0 These essays give a response with no more than a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays are either left blank or are completely off topic. 
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Question 1 
 
Sample: 1A  
Score: 9 
 
The introductory paragraph of this sophisticated essay lucidly explains exactly what the prompt asks: the 
poet’s attitudes toward nature (its “vibrant” and “teeming” energies, masked by the “placid stillness” of the 
water lily) and the poet’s problem—how can all this invisible intensity be captured in a painting? This 
response conveys a strong sense of the poem’s governing elements: the structural importance of “paves” and 
“roofs”; the poem’s “complex … layers” beneath appearances; the personification of the lily as a lady with two 
minds. The style is fluid, controlled, and elegant, evoking as well as analyzing the poem’s effects, particularly 
its visual and auditory images. The final paragraph smoothly and very skillfully synthesizes the whole 
discussion, using key words like “complexity,” “simplicity,” “surface,” and “depth” to highlight what this 
discussion has explored.  
 
Sample: 1B  
Score: 6 
 
Although hesitant at first, this essay clearly focuses on the issues of a painter’s problem—how to depict 
more than the water lily’s beauty—and on the means used to do it: imagery, figurative language, and 
extended metaphors. The second paragraph does that clearly and specifically, citing examples of all the 
ways in which the “warfare” in nature is depicted. The third paragraph clarifies the poem’s central issue: 
that the painter cannot depict the invisible “battle-shouts” and so must fail to capture the two-sided view 
of the lily Hughes’s poem presents. Although none of its ideas are fully developed, and the composition is 
not notably sophisticated, the essay remains well focused, clear, and sufficiently persuasive.  
 
Sample: 1C  
Score: 4 
 
This student is aware of the poem’s strong sensory appeals but fails to define their purposes effectively. 
The essay notes the “balance” between beautiful and horrific images but never develops the implications 
of these images. The discussion is inadequate on the speaker’s attitude—calling it merely “inquisitive,” 
“facinated [sic],” and “child like”—and inaccurate about what the “artist’s task” might be. Finally, the 
discussion betrays its incapacity to recognize the structural importance of “roofs” and “paves.” The 
student calls these metaphors “some what [sic] fanciful” but goes no further. Such dead-end remarks 
demonstrate a less-than-adequate understanding of the poem’s language. 
 




