AP® ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION
2013 SCORING GUIDELINES
Question 3

(Pivotal Moment)
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 a single pivotal moment in the
psychological or moral development of the protagonist in a bildungsroman and how that single
moment shapes the meaning of the work as a whole. Using apt and specific textual support, these
essays analyze how the pivotal moment shapes the entire work. Although these essays may not be
error-free, they 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 8.

7–6

These essays offer a reasonable analysis of a single pivotal moment in the psychological or moral
development of the protagonist in a bildungsroman and how that single moment shapes the
meaning of the work as a whole. These essays analyze how the pivotal moment shapes the entire
work. While these essays show insight and understanding, their analysis is less thorough, less
perceptive, and/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 upon plot summary that contains some analysis,
implicit or explicit. Although these essays display an attempt to analyze a single pivotal moment in
the psychological or moral development of the protagonist in a bildungsroman and how the pivotal
moment shapes the work as a whole, they may demonstrate a rather simplistic understanding and
support from the text may be too general. While 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 a single pivotal moment in the
psychological or moral development of the protagonist of a bildungsroman and how that pivotal
moment shapes 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 pivotal moment. They
may not develop an analysis of the significance of the pivotal moment 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, demonstrate inept writing, or do both.
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Question 3 (continued)
2–1

Although these essays make some attempt to respond to the prompt, they compound the
weaknesses of the papers in the 4–3 score 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.

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 AND COMPOSITION
2013 SCORING COMMENTARY
Question 3
Overview
Students were asked to choose a single pivotal moment in the psychological or moral development of the
protagonist in a bildungsroman, or coming-of-age novel, and then write a well-organized essay that
analyzed how that single moment shapes the meaning of the work as a whole.
The question was designed to challenge students to confront the complexities of a bildungsroman by first
focusing on a single pivotal moment and then analyzing how that moment figures in shaping the meaning
of the entire novel. Students were directed away from plot summary by having to focus on a single
moment, and they were challenged to think in broad and complex ways about how a single moment
affects the larger work. This question is the “open question,” and, accordingly, students were invited to
select a bildungsroman from a list of works supplied with the question, or they could select another work
of comparable literary merit for their analysis.
Sample: 3A
Score: 9 (A Raisin in the Sun)
This sophisticated and stylistically mature analysis on Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun begins
with a reference to Langston Hughes’s question of the effect of a dream deferred, and then it uses that
question as a way into an elegant introduction that identifies Walter as the focus of the analysis.
Recognizing that Walter is already an adult when the play begins, the student makes it clear that the
selection of Walter is appropriate as an example by framing the text as a coming-of-age story. The analysis
focuses on the pivotal moment in Walter’s development, the decision to move to a “white-dominated
neighborhood,” and how that moment “marks Walter’s ascension to manhood.” In the second paragraph
the student uses several apt references to the text to fully develop the context leading up to the pivotal
moment when Walter makes the decision to move. The rich discussion coupled with the control over the
elements of composition sustains the assertion that this moment of decision for Walter changes the “tone
of the entire play from despair to … triumph.” In the third paragraph the analysis focuses on the influence
this decision has on the other characters and the play as a whole. The student continues to provide
several apt references to the play and uses those references to sustain the argument, even going so far as
to discuss the stage directions, which is a level of specificity that reflects the thoroughness of the analysis.
The analysis fully addresses the change that happens over the course of Act III, including the point that
Walter’s struggle is one that requires him to “stand up and claim his right to walk on this Earth” by
challenging racism, which leads to an elevated status in the “eyes of his family.” In the conclusion the
student recognizes that on one level Walter did not achieve his dream, that of becoming “affluent.”
However, Walter does become “a man to the world and to his family,” which the student argues is much
more significant than financial success. The essay closes with a return to the opening question. The
student concludes the essay by directly addressing Hughes, a clever apostrophe that indicates the level of
confidence with which this student writes, and responds to the question of dreams through the context of
Walter’s development as a character. This essay demonstrates excellent control over language and fully
addresses the prompt in an especially sophisticated and persuasive analysis.
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Question 3 (continued)
Sample: 3B
Score: 7 (Beloved)
This reasonable and confident analysis focuses on the pivotal moment in Beloved when “Denver sees what
Beloved embodies”; it then works through the effect of that realization on the novel as a whole. Although
the introduction is brief, it nonetheless contains a thesis that provides the direction for the argument that
is maintained throughout the essay. In the second paragraph there are some problems with language,
such as when the student asserts that “Beloved is bad.” These relatively unsophisticated phrases,
however, are embedded in a paragraph that otherwise provides context and identifies the pivotal moment
when “Denver sees what Beloved embodies” and realizes that it is “up to her to move past the effect it
may have and live her life.” The student continues to work through this idea in the paragraph, using the
wording of the prompt to help articulate how this moment shapes the work as a whole. This attention to
the task is one of the strengths of the essay. The discussion of the significance of the numbers as they
relate to the character of Beloved is reasonable, and it reinforces the student’s assertion about the impact
of memory. Although this paragraph is long and addresses multiple issues, the internal transitions help
sustain the organization. In the third paragraph the student moves to a discussion of Sethe’s “physical
scars” but does not develop this idea beyond the assertion that they are a “constant reminder of the pain.”
The focus also shifts from Denver to Sethe and Paul D, but this is in service of the discussion of the impact
of the realization within the novel as a whole. The conclusion returns the focus to Denver’s psychological
development and the “influence slavery has over generations,” which has been the focus of the essay.
Overall the analysis has moments of insight and stays focused on the task, but it lacks the development
and fluency of essays that scored higher.
Sample: 3C
Score: 4 (To K ill a Mockingbird )
This essay demonstrates some insight into the novel but does not address all aspects of the prompt. The
introduction focuses on the more general “life change” rather than a pivotal moment, providing a general
discussion about the importance of the context in which change can occur rather than offering a thesis.
The student then begins to get more specific and identifies Atticus Finch’s decision to take Tom
Robinson’s case as the moment that Scout first begins to learn about “racism and hate.” The point the
student makes about Scout’s assumptions demonstrates a grasp of a central idea in the novel, but
unfortunately it is not directed toward the task. In the third paragraph the analysis shifts to a discussion
based on the time a “mob of people come to [the Finches’] house,” which appears to be a slight
misreading of the novel. This reference to the text serves as evidence of Scout’s growing understanding
about the world, as does a brief mention of Calpurnia. The analysis is partial, and the ambiguous “she”
could be a reference to either Scout or Calpurnia, further confusing the ideas. The lack of control over
language is also a problem at times, as evidenced by the assertion that the idea that someone would harm
Scout or Jem is “insane.” The conclusion continues the partial nature of the analysis, referring to a general
maturation over the course of the novel without any specific attempt to discuss how Scout’s maturation
shapes the meaning of the work as a whole. This essay, while generally coherent, demonstrates analysis
that is partial and mostly irrelevant to the task outlined in the prompt.
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