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Question 1 
(Samuel Johnson and A. E. Housman) 

 
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 the two poets’ use of literary techniques to make their 

points about coming of age. The writers of these essays offer a range of interpretations; they 
provide convincing readings that compare and contrast the two poems and analyze the poetic 
techniques used in each. 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 a score of 9, especially 
persuasive. 

 
7–6 These competent essays offer a reasonable analysis of the two poets’ use of literary techniques to 

make their points about coming of age. They are less thorough or less precise in their comparisons 
of and contrasts between the poems, and their analysis of the poetic techniques is less convincing, 
than essays in the top scoring range. 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. Although essays scored 7–6 are generally well written, those scored a 
7 demonstrate more sophistication in both substance and style. 

 
5 These essays may respond to the assigned task with a plausible reading of the two poets’ use of 

literary techniques to make their points about coming of age, but they may be superficial in their 
analysis of the points. They often rely on paraphrase but paraphrase that contains some analysis, 
implicit or explicit. Their analysis of the poems’ views about coming of age or of their poetic 
techniques may be vague, formulaic or minimally supported by references to the text. There may 
be minor misinterpretations of the poems. These students demonstrate some control of language, 
but the writing may be marred by surface errors. These essays are not as well conceived, organized 
or developed as 7–6 essays. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays fail to offer an adequate analysis that compares and contrasts the two 

poems. The analysis may be partial, unconvincing or irrelevant, or may ignore the meanings 
attributed to coming of age in the poems or their use of techniques. Evidence from the poems may 
be slight or misconstrued, or the essays may rely on paraphrase only. The writing often 
demonstrates 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 or demonstrate inept writing or both. 

 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of the papers in the 4–3 range. Although there may be 

some attempt to respond to the prompt, the student’s assertions are presented with little clarity, 
organization or support from the poems. 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 poems. 

 
0 These essays do no more than make 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 
 
This essay is an astute, thorough and sophisticated attempt to interpret and contrast two poems whose 
occasions are remarkably similar. The essay begins with a generalization about the “headstrong yet 
delicate” occasion of turning twenty-one that lies at the heart of both poems. As the student persuasively 
contrasts the poems’ points of view, recognizing that Johnson’s poem is from an older man’s perspective 
and Housman’s from a younger man’s, sophisticated diction is employed, whether through a jaunty 
reference to the “traditional counsel of ‘woes of wilful waste’” or through a reference to “advice received 
and unheeded.” Paragraph three turns to the importance of tone, as the student maintains that 
understanding “To Sir John Lade” requires an appreciation of the speaker’s “flippant, jolly and daring” tone 
and of irony. From this point forward, consideration of tone becomes all-important, providing an excellent 
example of how sustained attention to a single literary device can generate much thematic material. 
Impressive in its ability to read for meaning, this essay — although still containing occasional awkward 
locutions — skillfully incorporates evidence from the text and is equally adept when it comes to the 
examination of supporting literary devices such as meter and rhyme.  
 
Sample: 1B 
Score: 6 
 
This pithy essay presents a competent comparison of the two poems. Although relatively short and 
dependent upon generalizations about the poems, it makes pertinent observations about “their conflicting 
tones on the same subject, carefree and rueful, respectively” and offers a reasonable analysis of each 
poem’s theme. The student sees in Housman’s poem a direct “appeal to the reader’s emotions which 
emphasizes the theme of the poem.” In contrast, Johnson’s “subtle irony” becomes an indirect and “ironic 
way of emphasizing the dangers of wild spending.” Less assured in terms of its analysis of literary 
technique, the essay essentially develops a single basis for comparison. Thus, although it is clear and 
persuasive in the observations made, the response leaves further techniques and devices unexplored, and 
the psychological depth of each didactic poem is limited by the somewhat repetitive reasoning that takes 
the place of further development. The essay demonstrates control over the elements of composition and 
effective diction (“a momentous occasion,” “carefree and rueful”). 
 
Sample: 1C 
Score: 2 
 
Marked by a sometimes awkward, sometimes stilted style (“the ideas of both poems are similar to that of 
being a man and taking on the world”), this essay addresses the prompt only to a limited degree. Rather 
than orienting the reader through a clear transition and topic sentence, the second paragraph begins with 
poorly incorporated quotations and then substitutes popular psychology for critical analysis (“Make your 
newly [sic] age a Big Bang”). Although there appears to be attention to the texts, the response seems to 
reflect personal views rather than an interpretation of Johnson and Housman, and colloquialisms become 
the essay’s default: “Johnson’s poem is more of a, ‘Yes, I’m 21, I can do what I want, sort of attitude’.” And 
although evidence of organization is apparent, ultimately this thin attempt avoids the requirement to read 
the poems closely and develop a theory about how they relate to one another.  
 


