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AP® ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION  
2012 SCORING GUIDELINES 

Question 3 

The score should reflect a judgment of the essay’s quality as a whole. Remember that students had only 
40 minutes to read and write; the essay, therefore, is not a finished product and should not be judged by 
standards appropriate for an out-of-class assignment. Evaluate the essay as a draft, making certain to 
reward students for what they do well. 

All essays, even those scored 8 or 9, may contain occasional lapses in analysis, prose style, or mechanics. 
Such features should enter into the holistic evaluation of an essay’s overall quality. In no case may an essay 
with many distracting errors in grammar and mechanics be scored higher than a 2. 

9 Essays earning a score of 9 meet the criteria for a score of 8 and, in addition, are especially 
sophisticated in their argument, thorough in their development, or particularly impressive in their 
control of language. 

8 Effective 

Essays earning a score of 8 effectively develop a position on the relationship between certainty and 
doubt. The evidence and explanations used are appropriate and convincing, and the argument is 
especially coherent and well developed. The prose demonstrates a consistent ability to control a wide 
range of the elements of effective writing but is not necessarily flawless. 

7 Essays earning a score of 7 meet the criteria for a score of 6 but provide a more complete 
explanation, more thorough development, or a more mature prose style. 

6 Adequate 

Essays earning a score of 6 adequately develop a position on the relationship between certainty and 
doubt. The evidence and explanations used are appropriate and sufficient, and the argument is coherent 
and adequately developed. The writing may contain lapses in diction or syntax, but generally the prose is 
clear. 

5 Essays earning a score of 5 develop a position on the relationship between certainty and doubt. 
The evidence or explanations used may be uneven, inconsistent, or limited. The writing may 
contain lapses in diction or syntax, but it usually conveys the student’s ideas.  

4 Inadequate 

Essays earning a score of 4 inadequately develop a position on the relationship between certainty and 
doubt. The evidence or explanations used may be inappropriate, insufficient, or less convincing. The 
argument may have lapses in coherence or be inadequately developed. The prose generally conveys the 
student’s ideas but may be less consistent in controlling the elements of effective writing.  

3 Essays earning a score of 3 meet the criteria for a score of 4 but demonstrate less success in 
developing a position on the relationship between certainty and doubt. The essays may show less 
maturity in control of writing. 
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Question 3 (continued) 

2 Little Success 

Essays earning a score of 2 demonstrate little success in developing a position on the relationship 
between certainty and doubt. These essays may misunderstand the prompt or substitute a simpler task by 
responding to the prompt tangentially with unrelated, inaccurate, or inappropriate explanation. The prose 
often demonstrates consistent weaknesses in writing, such as grammatical problems, a lack of 
development or organization, or a lack of coherence and control. 

1 Essays earning a score of 1 meet the criteria for a score of 2 but are undeveloped, especially 
simplistic in their explanation and argument, weak in their control of language, or especially 
lacking in coherence and development. 

0    Indicates an off-topic response, one that merely repeats the prompt, an entirely crossed-out response, a 
drawing, or a response in a language other than English. 

—  Indicates an entirely blank response. 
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Question 3 

Overview 

This question asked students to make an argument about the relationship between certainty and doubt. 
The prompt introduced the topic by presenting short quotations from the works of two 20th-century 
philosophers. One excerpt celebrates certainty, and the other champions doubt. The question that follows 
these short quotations does not specifically refer the student back to either or both of the quotations, thus 
giving the student permission to launch into any number of legitimate discussions of the relationship 
between certainty and doubt. 

The first passage, from William Lyon Phelps, presents “certainty” in terms of inner motivation, confidence, 
and determination informed by “powerful beliefs.” The passage from Bertrand Russell, however, situates 
doubt in the context of opinions and belief systems that reside primarily within the culture, of which the 
individual is only a part. The open-endedness of the prompt and the dilemma presented by the somewhat 
mismatched quotations were, however, felicitous for many students. They could legitimately and 
successfully respond to the prompt from a multiplicity of angles, finding various points of entry into an 
argument about the relationship between certainty and doubt. They could, for instance, define certainty 
and doubt as virtues or vices, as attitudes, or as intellectual practices. They could observe certainty or 
doubt, or both, in their own lives or in the world around them, as well as in texts they had seen, heard, or 
read. They could consider how certainty or doubt operated in the lives of historical figures or present-day 
celebrities. 

Sample: 3A 
Score: 8 

The student’s argument in this effective essay focuses on the productive power of doubt insofar as it allows 
for the questioning and challenging of certainties and the stimulation of creativity, ingenuity, and progress. 
The student cites the example of  space exploration in order to demonstrate that certainty — man was earth-
bound and only fanciful science fiction entertained the once ludicrous idea of space exploration — must be 
constantly challenged in order for progress to be made. In the second example of productive doubt, the 
student considers the relationship  between doubt and certainty in the logic of experimentation. Thomas 
Edison was certain of his scientific breakthrough but not until he confronted constant doubt fueled by over 
fifty unsuccessful attempts at harnessing electricity and producing light. This effective essay is not without 
flaws: the student, even in the effective examples cited above, does not always control the terms “certainty” 
and “doubt” with absolute clarity. The final example of religious faith is the most elliptical in its usage of  
these terms, as in the essay’s claim that “even in this process of comparing the two sides one is doubting, 
because one is extrapolating that either could be true. If either are true, we are uncertain.” Such flaws, 
however, are understandable in the draft of such an ambitious essay, one that works at a high level of 
abstraction. Taken as a whole, the essay effectively establishes a position on the relation between certainty 
and doubt by using appropriate and convincing examples to develop the idea of productive doubt.  

Sample: 3B 
Score: 6 

The student finds adequate support for both Phelp’s and Russell’s claims, ultimately determining that 
“certainty can help us to achieve great things” but also cautioning that in some situations certainty must be 
moderated by doubt. In one appropriate example, a test taker is more likely to do well on a test when 
confident, rather than doubtful. In another, McCandless in Into the Wild might not have perished had he 
entertained a useful measure of doubt about his ability to survive in hostile terrain. Both examples present 
sensible approaches to assessing the meaning of the abstract terms, certainty and doubt, and are sufficiently 
developed. Less strong is the example of the American colonists, with its premise that the colonists were  
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Question 3 (continued) 

successful in breaking away from England because they were confident that “they could do just fine as an 
independent country.” The essay demonstrates adequate control of language, and despite the inclusion of 
the weaker example, sufficiently develops a nuanced position on the relationship between certainty and 
doubt. 

Sample: 3C 
Score: 2 

The essay consists mainly of paraphrases of Phelps and insufficiently tested generalities (for example, “if you 
are certain you can do anything, than [sic] you can, no matter what others believe”). The single example of 
the student’s lacrosse team, meant to testify to the power of certainty, lacks enough detail and discussion to 
be convincing. Without any consideration of Russell’s claim about doubt and without much development of 
Phelp’s idea, the essay demonstrates little success in taking a position on the relationship between certainty 
and doubt. 
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