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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
2017 SCORING GUIDELINES
Question 1: Rachel M. Harper, “The Myth of Music”
The score should reflect the quality of the essay as a whole — its content, style, and mechanics. Reward
the students for what they do well. The score for an exceptionally well-written essay may be raised by
1 point above the otherwise appropriate score. A poorly written essay may not be scored higher than a 3.
9−8
These essays offer a persuasive analysis of how the relationship between music and the speaker’s
complex memories of her family is conveyed through elements such as imagery, form, and tone. The writers
of these essays offer a range of interpretations; they provide convincing readings of the relationship between
music and the speaker’s complex memories and Harper’s use of elements such as imagery, form, and tone.
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 9 essay, especially persuasive.
7−6
These essays offer a reasonable analysis of how the relationship between music and the speaker’s
complex memories of her family is conveyed through elements such as imagery, form, and tone. They are
less thorough or less precise in their discussion of how the relationship between music and the speaker’s
complex memories of her family is conveyed through elements such as imagery, form, and tone. Their
analysis of the relationship and the use of elements is less thorough or convincing. 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 papers. Essays scored a 7 present betterdeveloped 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 analysis of how the relationship
between music and the speaker’s complex memories of her family is conveyed through elements such as
imagery, form, and tone, but tend to be superficial or pedestrian in their analysis of the relationship and the
use of elements. They often rely on paraphrase, which may contain some analysis, implicit or explicit.
Their analysis of the relationship between music and memory or of Harper’s use of such elements as
imagery, form, and tone may be vague, formulaic, or minimally supported by references to the text. There
may be minor misinterpretations of the poem. These students demonstrate some control of language, but
their essays 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 the poem. The analysis may be partial,
unconvincing, or irrelevant, or may ignore the relationship between music and memory or Harper’s use of
elements. Evidence from the poem 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 and/or demonstrate inept writing.
2−1
These essays compound the weaknesses of the papers in the 4−3 range. Although some attempt
has been made to respond to the prompt, the student’s assertions are presented with little clarity,
organization, or support from the poem. 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 poem.
0
These essays give a response that is 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
2017 SCORING COMMENTARY
Question 1
Overview
For Question 1, the poetry question, students were asked to read “The Myth of Music” by Rachel M. Harper
and respond to the following prompt:
The following poem is by Rachel M. Harper. Read the poem carefully. Then, considering such elements
as imagery, form, and tone, write a well-organized essay in which you analyze the relationship between
music and the speaker’s complex memories of her family.
Students were expected to accomplish three tasks successfully:
•

They were to read carefully.

•

They were to analyze the relationship between music and the speaker’s complex memories of her
family.

•

They were to write a well-organized essay on the topic.

The three tasks, of course, are interdependent; reading leads to analysis leads to writing leads to discovery
leads to more development.
•

Reading carefully means employing the techniques practiced during their Advanced Placement class
and engaging with qualities, terms, and characteristics related to the study of poetry.

•

Analysis means identifying the important parts of a larger whole and being able to explain how those
parts connect to and function within that whole. In this case, students needed to identify the parts of
the text that led to an understanding of the relationship between music and the speaker’s complex
memories of family. The word “complex” here is a cue to the students that they might see
complicated, shifting, paradoxical, or even opposing elements of those memories that were
connected to the image of music. Students then had to articulate how those parts contribute to an
overall “relationship.”

•

Finally, writing a well-organized essay means understanding how their own thoughts about the text
are connected, being able to support those assertions with clear, concrete examples, and cueing the
reader with the appropriate compositional techniques, such as establishing a thesis and using
transitional devices.

Sample: 1A
Score: 8
This essay offers a persuasive analysis of metaphor and imagery, treating each of these figures substantively
in its argument about the relationship between music and the speaker’s complex memories of her family.
The essay clearly establishes a metaphorical link between music and memory in the poem and then develops
this idea — summoning Harper’s opening lines as evidence — to argue the “inherent, almost ingrained
importance of music to Harper’s family.” It is insightful in its identification of the speaker’s two audiences:
the speaker’s father and the reader of the poem. It analyzes the father’s emotional impact on the speaker
through the analogical link between the keys of the father’s typewriter and the music filling the speaker’s
childhood house, adding the insight that Harper uses “music as a means of accessing the emotions of her
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AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE
2017 SCORING COMMENTARY
Question 1 (continued)
lineage.” Throughout the analysis the essay references small and specific domestic details from the poem
that create nostalgia for the childhood house, e.g., invoking “the homey ‘security of [her mother’s] footsteps’”
to argue that “a subtler form of auditory imagery” both allows the reader to access the childhood experience
and serves to “solidify the connection” between memory and sound. The analysis of auditory imagery is
multifaceted and rich: auditory imagery forms the “‘rhythm of childhood,’ which evokes nostalgic bumps and
crashes of childhood” and the poem “link[s] the most common musical element of childhood — a lullaby — to
Harper’s more specific form of childhood music — a saxophone.” While this essay convincingly demonstrates
the role of music in recalling memories in the poem, its language is sometimes uneven (e.g., “continue
intertwining the relevance of familial history and musical themes” and the wording of the last paragraph),
and its argument is less persuasive than one would expect of an essay at the top of the scoring guide; this
essay therefore earned a score of 8.
Sample: 1B
Score: 5
This essay responds to the task with a plausible analysis of the relationship between music and the speaker’s
complex memories of her family but largely offers superficial claims, such as the claim that Harper “begin[s]
the poem comparing music to traits like ‘brown eyes’, to show she is so fundamentally rooted in this music
that is like a physical characteristic for her.” Some specific textual support is provided, for example, Harper
“again shows the undisputable truthful nature of the music being so tightly knit with her family values by
saying, ‘the lessons sealed into the grooves like fact.’” Some analysis is also present, but the analysis tends to
remain superficial: “[t]his metaphor shows not only how unique the jazz songs are to her family, because
every record has different grooves to play different songs, it also shows the unchangeable presence of music
in Harper’s life is [sic] by saying ‘fact.’” While this is textual reference, it does not develop the claim or offer
deeper insight and results in a plausible but pedestrian reading. The final paragraph of the essay is vague
and, like much of the essay, expressed in writing that is somewhat uncontrolled: “[Harper] also shows just
how long jazz has been present in her life by having jazz represent her childhood, by saying, ‘the rhythm of
my childhood, memories fading like the words of a llulaby.’ Llulabies [sic] are typical song [sic] to babies,
which signifies how jazz has been a constant presence through her whole life.” Although the essay makes
plausible observations about important moments in the text, overall it is not quite as well conceived and its
language not quite as well controlled as one would expect to see in essays earning scores in the 7−6 range.
Sample: 1C
Score: 3
This essay fails to offer an adequate analysis of the poem. It is partial and unconvincing, offering broad
generalizations (e.g., “Many say that music is the universal language” and “[e]very song is different just like
every person”) and a summary of the speaker’s recollections in place of analysis. The essay mentions
complex emotions but does not develop any specific claim related to that subject: “The sound of jazz music
brings up many complex feelings and memories for the author. As it reminds her of the love for her brother,
the betrayl [sic] of her mother, and love she and her father share for each other and the music.” Instead, it
uses textual reference to support paraphrase rather than analysis. Although it attempts to work with the text
and attempts to address the prompt, this essay is unfocused and poorly written. Because of its accumulation
of errors, this essay earned a score of 3.
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