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Question 2 
(From Reading in the Dark by Seamus Deane) 

 
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   Students submitting these well-written essays show themselves to be astute readers of this narrative. 

The essays identify with clarity and precision the strategies and techniques (selection of details or 
imagery, for example) that help convey the impact of the narrator’s contrasting and, perhaps, 
complementary early experiences with books and writing. They illustrate these techniques by means 
of apt and specific references to the text. These essays need not be flawless. Nonetheless, they 
exhibit an ability to discuss the passage with understanding and insight, sustaining control, and 
writing with clarity and sophistication. 

 
7–6   These competent essays identify a plausible impact of the narrator’s early experiences with books 

and writing, as well as the linguistic strategies used to convey this impact. Their assertions about 
the effects on the narrator may be less convincing, or they may find fewer supporting examples from 
the text, than the highest scoring essays. These essays demonstrate the ability to express ideas 
clearly, but they do not exhibit the same level of mastery, maturity, or control as the very best essays. 
They are likely to be briefer, less incisive, and less well supported than the 9–8 essays. 

 
5        Although these essays suggest awareness of the complex interplay of the narrator’s experiences and 

their ultimate impact, they are generally more superficial and less convincing than the upper-half 
essays. Discussion, though not inaccurate, tends to be overly generalized and inadequately 
developed or supported by references to the text. Although the writing is adequate to convey the 
students’ ideas and is not marred by distracting errors, these essays are not as well conceived, well 
organized, or well developed as the upper-half essays. 

 
4–3   These lower-half essays reveal an incomplete or oversimplified understanding of the text. Their 

assertions about the impact of the experiences may be implausible or irrelevant. They may rely 
almost entirely on paraphrase. Often wordy and repetitious, the writing may reveal uncertain control 
of the elements 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 the essays in the 4–3 range. Often they are unacceptably     

brief. Although some attempt may be made to answer the question, the observations are presented 
with little clarity, organization, or support from the text. The essays may be poorly written on several 
counts and may contain distracting errors in grammar and mechanics. Essays that contain little 
coherent writing or discussion of the text should be scored a 1. 

 
0 A response with no more than a reference to the task. 
 
— A blank paper or completely off-topic response. 
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Question 2 
 

Sample: 2A 
Score: 8 
 
This is a tightly constructed response to the question. The student notes that Deane discusses two 
different pieces of writing and considers their impact on him as a young boy, but ultimately the essay does 
not comment on which he thought was better. The student points to some of the specific features of each 
piece of writing: in the first case, the exquisite blend of “wild weather, danger, adventure, and love” is 
Deane’s “main impression of the novel.” The student notes that Deane or the speaker imaginatively enters 
the novel, describing his own imaginary conversation with the beautiful heroine, reshaping the story and 
thus opening up its “‘endless possibilities.’” The student then discusses the second piece of writing, 
remarking that while Deane invokes the English teacher’s comment about how good the model essay was, 
this commentary is not necessary, because Deane “shows …‘just telling the truth’ is what he does.” The 
idea that Deane’s essay itself models what it presents as the hallmarks of good writing is an important 
insight, although it arrives at the end of the essay and is asserted but not defended. This controlled essay, 
though not without some flaws, is itself an example of good writing. 
 
Sample: 2B 
Score: 6 
 
The essay begins with unpersuasive discussion of examples of both diction and sentence structure, but it 
develops into a competent analysis of Deane’s style and how he conveys the impact of early experiences of 
reading. In a reflexive comment, the student points out that “most experienced writers are taught to ‘show 
not tell.’” The student then analyzes what he or she shows us, observing that Deane arrives at a “simple 
truth”: that “‘ordinary life’” affords the greatest pleasure. The essay’s insights are not stellar, but they are 
presented with clarity and control. 
 
Sample: 2C 
Score: 3 
 
This essay has a somewhat promising opening that paraphrases the question prompt and then indicates 
that in the passage Deane “discusses his early years, and how his imagination had carried him into the 
world of a story.” The rest of the response, however, is largely a retelling of the events in the passage, with 
fairly obvious conclusions about the impact of the two experiences Deane describes: “The passage 
discusses how the simple honest essay … is better than imagining. And the poet shows how this incident 
affects him, and allows him to come back to reality.” The student does attempt to integrate textual 
evidence but does so awkwardly: “‘I felt embarrassed’ is what the poet writes to show his emotions on [sic] 
the incident.” In sum, this response lacks the insightful analysis and controlled writing found in essays in 
the upper-half of the scoring range. 
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