AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
2012 SCORING GUIDELINES
Question 3
(Surroundings)
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 well-focused and persuasive analysis of how cultural, physical, or geographical
surroundings shape psychological or moral traits in a character and illuminate the meaning of the
work as a whole. Using apt and specific textual support, these essays analyze how the character
responds to, or is shaped by, his or her surroundings. Although they may not be error-free, these
essays make a strong case for their interpretation and discuss the literary work with significant
insight and understanding. 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 how cultural, physical, or geographical surroundings
shape psychological or moral traits in a character and illuminate the meaning of the work as a
whole. They analyze how the character responds to, or is shaped by, her or his surroundings.
Although these responses have insight and understanding, their analysis is less thorough, less
perceptive, or less specific in supporting detail than that of the 9–8 essays. 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, but they tend to be superficial
or thinly developed in analysis. They often rely on plot summary that contains some analysis,
implicit or explicit. Although these responses display an attempt to discuss how a character is
shaped by his or her surroundings and how these surroundings illuminate the meaning of the work
as a whole, they may demonstrate a rather simplistic understanding of the character or the
influence of the surroundings, and support from the text may be too general. Although these essays
demonstrate adequate control of language, they 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 of how cultural, physical, or geographical
surroundings shape psychological or moral traits in a character and illuminate the meaning of the
work as a whole. The analysis may be partial, unsupported, or irrelevant, and the essays may reflect
an incomplete or oversimplified understanding of the character’s relations to her or his
surroundings. They may not develop an analysis of the significance of the surroundings for the
work as a whole, or they may rely on plot summary alone. These essays may be characterized by an
unfocused or repetitive presentation of ideas, an absence of textual support, or an accumulation of
errors; they may lack control over the elements of college-level composition. Essays scored a 3 may
contain significant misreading and/or demonstrate inept writing.

2–1

Although these essays make some attempt to respond to the prompt, they compound the
weaknesses of those in the 4–3 range. Often, they are unacceptably brief or incoherent in
presenting their ideas. They may be poorly written on several counts and contain distracting errors
in grammar and mechanics. Remarks may be presented with little clarity, organization, or
supporting evidence. Essays scored a 1 contain little coherent discussion of the text.
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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
2012 SCORING GUIDELINES
Question 3 (continued)
0

These essays are completely off topic or inadequate; there may be some mark, or a drawing, or a
brief reference to the task.

—

These essays are entirely blank.
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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
2012 SCORING COMMENTARY
Question 3
Overview
Students were asked to select a novel or play in which cultural, physical, or geographical surroundings
shape psychological or moral traits in a character. Then they were prompted to analyze, in a well-organized
essay, how surroundings affect the character and illuminate the meaning of the work as a whole.
This question intended to guide students to begin with an argument about how surroundings influence
character; in the words quoted from Pauline Hopkins, “surroundings influence our lives and characters as
much as fate, destiny or any supernatural agency.” Students were invited to focus on the way setting
impacts, alters, or forms the character and highlights the meaning of the text. By asking how
“surroundings shape psychological or moral traits,” the question directed students’ attention away from
the way characters’ actions and events respond to surroundings, and instead to the connection between
outer and inner worlds. By identifying “cultural, physical, or geographical surroundings,” the question
intended to invite students to consider surroundings broadly in relation to a cultural milieu, a physical
terrain or space, or a geographical or national territory. In asking students to analyze how surroundings
illuminate the meaning of the work as a whole, the question directed them to broaden their analysis by
relating the character’s response to her or his surroundings to the central themes and meanings of the text.
Sample: 3A
Score: 9
This thorough, sophisticated, and persuasive essay on Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried responds
directly to the prompt by integrating surroundings (in this case, geographical settings) with the author’s
world view. Focusing on two stories that relate distinct stages in the narrator’s involvement with the
Vietnam War, the essay presents a wealth of relevant detail. The essay explains how the physical setting of
the first story is formative (“the rain and confusion of the river actually foreshadow the even deeper
ambiguity and loss of moral clarity”) and how the physical setting of the second, “[g]rotesque, murky, and
corrupting,” leads to an imperative to escape, although there is no escape, as the essay makes clear (“after
the war, driving in a loop around a lake for hours”). At each stage the essay confidently presents cogent
literary analysis that goes well beyond summarizing, and the last paragraph logically concludes that, to
O’Brien, “story-truth … sometimes trumps fact-truth” — an inspired insight into the worlds of war and of
language.
Sample: 3B
Score: 6
This essay on Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein chooses a work that fits the prompt especially well, focusing
on the effect of natural settings, in particular the effects of weather and seasons on the character that the
essay refers to as “the monster.” The essay makes headway in the second paragraph with reasonable
analysis and clever language (“he is welcomed [or rather unwelcomed]”). It sustains its theme, referring to
scenes in the forest, England, and “the beautiful lake shores of Geneva.” More specificity about these
settings is possible, but even without such detail — rewarding the essay for what it does well — the essay
develops the conflict between the creator and monster and the importance of that conflict to the work as a
whole, as evidenced by the identification of the monster’s wish “to be more human with a companion than
an animal alone in the dark wilderness.” The handling of technique is uneven (“the tone they give off”; “a
foreshadow of love”) and the language less controlled than that of essays scored a 7.
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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
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Question 3 (continued)
Sample: 3C
Score: 4
This essay on George Orwell’s 1984 offers only a partial analysis of the text, unsupported by detail.
Drawing a connection between “[t]he immense degree of control taken by the government” — in other
words, the novel’s political and psychological surroundings — and Winston’s paranoia and pessimism, the
essay establishes a reasonable foundation. But the partial development and reliance on plot summary limit
the essay’s range and persuasiveness. Winston’s relationship to his totalitarian surroundings allows Orwell
“to express the idea that a government with too much influence over its constituents, will eliminate
indiviuality [sic] and intellectualism” — a point well worth expansion through references to plot and
character. While organized into three paragraphs, the discussion remains undeveloped and superficial,
linking totalitarianism with pessimism in a way that feels formulaic. The essay nonetheless displays more
control of the elements of composition than would typically be the case in an essay scored lower.
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