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Question 2 
(George Eliot’s Middlemarch) 

 
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 Eliot’s portrayal of the two characters and their 

complex relationship as husband and wife as Eliot develops these through literary devices. The 
essays make a strong case for their interpretation of the characters and their relationship. They 
consider literary devices such as narrative perspective and selection of detail, and they engage 
the text through apt and specific references. Although these essays may not be error-free, their 
perceptive analysis is apparent in writing that is clear and effectively organized. Essays scored a 
9 reveal more sophisticated analysis and more effective control of language than do essays scored 
an 8.

 

 

  
  
7–6 These essays offer a reasonable analysis of Eliot’s portrayal of the two characters and their 

complex relationship as husband and wife as Eliot develops these through literary devices. They 
provide a sustained, competent reading of the passage, with attention to devices such as narrative 
perspective and selection of detail. Although these essays may not be error-free and are less 
perceptive or less convincing than 9–8 essays, they present ideas with clarity and control, and 
refer to the text for support. 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 the passage but tend to be 

superficial or thinly developed in their treatment of Eliot’s portrayal of the two characters and their 
complex relationship as husband and wife and/or of Eliot’s use of literary devices. Although the 
essays contain some analysis of the passage, implicit or explicit, the discussion of how literary 
devices contribute to the portrayal of character may be slight, and support from the passage may 
tend toward summary or paraphrase. These essays demonstrate adequate 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 passage. The analysis may be 

partial, unconvincing, or irrelevant; the responses may ignore the complex relationship of the 
husband and wife or Eliot’s use of literary devices to develop the characters. These essays may be 
characterized by an unfocused or repetitive presentation of ideas, an absence of textual support, or 
an accumulation of errors. Essays scored a 3 may contain significant misreading and/or 
demonstrate inept writing.  

 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of those in the 4–3 range. They may persistently misread 

the passage or be unacceptably brief. They may contain pervasive errors that interfere with 
understanding. Although some attempt has been made to respond to the prompt, the ideas are 
presented with little clarity, organization, or support from the passage. Essays scored a 1 contain 
little coherent discussion of the passage. 

 
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 2 

 
Overview 
 
Students were asked to read carefully a passage from Middlemarch by George Eliot and to write an essay 
analyzing how Eliot portrays Rosamond and Tertius Lydgate and their complex relationship as husband 
and wife. The prompt invited students to consider such devices as narrative perspective and selection of 
detail.  
 
This question intended to assess students’ abilities to read closely, with attention to language, 
perspective, and detail, and to sort out contradictory elements in the two characters and their conflict over 
the financial difficulties they face. At the same time, the question intended to assess students’ abilities to 
write an effective essay, one with a governing central idea about the complex relationship, organized in 
coherent units of analysis, and supported with appropriate evidence from the passage. 
 
Sample: 2A 
Score: 9 
 
This masterful essay engages the prompt immediately with the suggestion that arguments are “proxy 
battles for the real issue — control,” and it addresses complexity directly with textual references that 
support sophisticated analysis. Interpreting “the blushing response and following question,” the essay 
proposes its own apt metaphor for the couple’s relationship: “it is a chess game of discreet, manipulative 
moves to disarm the other of control.” The essay confidently sustains this analysis with attention to the 
entire passage. Aware of the ways literary devices serve to enhance and make meaning (for example, the 
narrator’s insertions and Eliot’s use of perspective), the essay displays an eye for textual detail: it 
observes, for example, that the appraiser “will ‘take a good deal of the plate back again, and any of the 
jewelry [sic] we like’” and concludes from this that “this couple is not broke, but rather has a ‘good deal’ of 
plate silver and enough jewelry to choose which ones to sell!” By thus “showing the couple to be only 
slightly financially distressed,” it argues, “Eliot allows the reader to focus on the true issue of the passage 
— who will get his way.” The elements of composition are controlled and effective, and although not free 
from error, the essay clinches its persuasive line of reasoning with an insightful, sympathetic conclusion: 
“There is still love in their marriage, and one difficult time will not ruin a lifelong relationship.” Its 
strengths in interpretation and expression earned this essay a score of 9. 
 
Sample: 2B 
Score: 5 
 
Without a clear initial direction or controlling idea, this essay takes up the two literary devices offered by the 
prompt and applies them to a paragraph of analysis of each character. Attention to the situation in the text is 
stronger than attention to Eliot’s language, which is perhaps why the situation appears oversimplified 
(“Rosamond … was throwing a tantrum”) and sometimes veers into misreading (“Rosamond realizes … that 
she still loves him”). Taken as a whole, the essay pays greater attention to the obvious strains in the 
relationship than to its complexities. It supports each point (“The reader also sees the practical side of 
Lydgate when, in lines 80–85, he wants to sell plateware and jewellery”) but is less successful in making the 
points add up to a convincing analysis of the passage as a whole. Evidence from the passage is supplied but 
appears mostly in the form of summary and paraphrase. The overall result is a response that is plausible but 
rarely seems to move beyond the superficial. Further development would have strengthened this mid-range 
essay.  
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Question 2 (continued) 

 
Sample: 2C 
Score: 2 
 
This essay makes an attempt to respond to the prompt, referring to “[t]he relationship between the husband 
and wife” and the changing “narrative perspective,” but the analysis is oversimplified, as in the assertion 
that Rosamond “hates” Lydgate. And although there are many ways to look at a complex, layered literary 
passage, when this essay contends that Rosamond “just gives up and does what ever [sic] he says,” the 
evidence necessary to persuade is not provided. The combination of reliance on paraphrase, a limited critical 
vocabulary (Lydgate “has a bad attitude”), extreme brevity, and a lack of attention to complexity in the 
relationship or supporting literary analysis, limits this essay to a score in the low range.  
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