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Question 1 
 
The essay score should reflect the essay’s quality as a whole. Remember that students had only 15 
minutes to read the sources and 40 minutes to write; the essay, therefore, is not a finished product and 
should not be judged by standards appropriate for an out-of-class assignment. Evaluate it 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 a holistic evaluation of an essay’s overall quality. In no case 
should an essay with many distracting errors in grammar and mechanics score higher than a 2. 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

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

8 – Effective 
 
Essays earning a score of 8 effectively evaluate whether college is worth its cost. They develop their 
argument by effectively synthesizing* at least three of the sources. The evidence and explanations used 
are appropriate and convincing, and the link between the sources and the writer’s argument is strong. 
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 the score of 6 but provide more complete 
explanation, more thorough development, or a more mature prose style 
 

6 – Adequate 
 
Essays earning a score of 6 adequately evaluate whether college is worth its cost. They develop their 
argument by adequately synthesizing at least three of the sources. The evidence and explanations used 
are appropriate and sufficient, and the link between the sources and the writer’s argument is apparent. 
The language may contain lapses in diction or syntax, but generally the prose is clear. 
 
5 – Essays earning a score of 5 evaluate whether college is worth its cost. They develop their argument 
by synthesizing at least three sources, but how they use and explain sources is somewhat uneven, 
inconsistent, or limited. The writer’s argument is generally clear, and the sources generally develop the 
writer’s position, but the link between the sources and the writer’s argument may be strained. The 
writing may contain lapses in diction or syntax, but it usually conveys the writer’s ideas. 

 
4 – Inadequate 
 
Essays earning a score of 4 inadequately evaluate whether college is worth its cost. They develop their 
argument by synthesizing at least two sources, but the evidence or explanations used may be 
inappropriate, insufficient, or unconvincing. The sources may dominate the writer’s attempts at 
development; the link between the sources and the writer’s argument may be weak; or the writer may 
misunderstand, misrepresent, or oversimplify the sources. The prose generally conveys the writer’s 
ideas but may be inconsistent in controlling the elements of effective writing. 
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Question 1 (continued) 
 
3 – Essays earning a score of 3 meet the criteria for the score of 4 but demonstrate less success in 
evaluating whether college is worth its cost. They are less perceptive in demonstrating 
understanding of the sources, or their explanation or examples may be particularly limited or 
simplistic. The essays may show less maturity in control of writing. 
 

2 – Little Success 
 
Essays earning a score of 2 demonstrate little success in evaluating whether college is worth its cost. 
They may merely allude to knowledge gained from reading the sources rather than citing the sources 
themselves. The link between the sources and the writer’s argument is weak or absent. These essays 
may misread the sources, fail to develop a position, or substitute a simpler task by merely summarizing 
or categorizing the sources or by merely responding to the prompt tangentially with unrelated, 
inaccurate, or inappropriate explanation. The prose of essays that score 2 often demonstrates consistent 
weaknesses in writing, such as grammatical problems, a lack of development or organization, or a lack 
of control. 
 

1 – Essays earning a score of 1 meet the criteria for the score of 2 but are undeveloped, 
especially simplistic in their explanation, weak in their control of writing, or they do not use or 
even allude to one source. 
 

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. 
 
∗ For the purposes of scoring, synthesis means using sources to develop a position and citing them 
accurately. 
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Question 1 
 
Overview 
 
Question 1, the synthesis prompt, opened with a brief account of differing ways to assess the value of a 
college education in the context of rising unemployment among college graduates. Students were then 
instructed to read six short sources, one containing a visual text charting the average wages of male and 
female college graduates from 1979 to 2010, and to “use” the sources to develop their own arguments 
about whether college is worth its cost. Source A was a book excerpt that made a case for preferring 
hands-on trade labor over the cubicle office work many college students are destined for after graduation; 
Source B extolled the multifaceted values (economic, civic, personal) of a liberal arts education over more 
specifically career-focused higher education; Source C charted the downward trend of college graduates’ 
salaries from 2000 to 2010; Source D argued that a college education is a wise financial investment; Source 
E gave an account of $100,000 fellowships offered by one of the founders of PayPal to entice students to be 
mentored by Silicon Valley innovators instead of attending college; and Source F listed public survey 
responses to a series of questions on respondents’ beliefs about the values of college education and the 
qualities that best equip individuals for employment. Students were further asked to cite the sources they 
used in their arguments, identifying them either by author or by letters assigned to the sources. This 
question was intended to elicit students’ performance of several skills in combination: critical reading of 
the six sources, synthesis of information and perspectives drawn from three or more of the sources, 
construction and articulation of a source-informed argument evaluating the worth of college, and accurate 
citation of sources. This question, more than some of the synthesis questions from years past, invited 
students to augment the sources by drawing from their own experience and observations of college costs, 
educational and social opportunities, and financial, as well as other, outcomes. In “using” the sources to 
“develop” their arguments, students were not constrained to use sources only as support. In addition to 
providing support, for instance, sources could provoke an argument or offer opposing arguments that 
students could consider and respond to in refining their own arguments.  
 
Students were told to “avoid merely summarizing the sources,” in the hope that they would analyze the 
individual sources and put them in conversation with one another in the process of constructing their own 
arguments. For instance, many students did this by using Source D’s account of the widening gap 
between starting wages for workers with and without a college education to critique Source C’s report that 
salaries for college graduates had declined during the recession; Source D enabled these students to point 
out that salaries for workers without a college education had declined even more precipitously during the 
same period. Similarly, many students used sources A, B, and E to develop an account of noneconomic 
educational values not acknowledged by Sources C and D. Some students successfully employed rhetorical 
analysis of the sources, for instance, by noting that the author of Source B, who advocated liberal arts 
education, was himself the president of a liberal arts college and therefore personally and professionally 
invested in his argument, while the cofounder of PayPal, though he disparaged college as a “default” 
choice, had himself benefitted in a number of ways from his own college education at Stanford.  
 
The prompt also directed students to make their own arguments the focus of their essays. That is, they 
were expected to use the sources to develop their own arguments, not to summarize or interpret the 
arguments in the sources as ends in themselves, nor to agree or disagree with one or more of the sources. 
Because their own arguments were to be central to their essays, students needed to explain their 
reasoning as they encountered the sources and constructed their arguments.  
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Sample: 1A  
Score: 8 
 
This essay effectively evaluates whether college is worth its cost. It argues that although the “debate over the 
actual value of a college education is often boiled down to dollars and cents . . . in reality the gains made 
through an education encompass so much more.” The essay effectively discusses the issue of money 
through source-informed argumentation using Sources A, D, and F, but then it continues by arguing that 
“there is more to life,” using Source B for support. This point is fully developed through a discussion about 
personal growth, which is gained through the college experience and “plays a large role in perceived quality 
of life.” The essay then extends the argument of benefits from the individual to “society as a whole,” noting 
that college “harbors critical thought,” and that those with a college education can become “agents of 
change who are capable of producing meaninful [sic] advances in the world.” The essay concludes that, no 
matter what the economic benefits of a college education, “the ways in which individuals are prepared to 
become contributing and innovative members of society is [sic] too important to ignore.” The evidence and 
explanations used are appropriate and convincing, and the link between the sources and the argument is 
strong. For its thorough development and control of language, this essay earned a score of 8. 
 
Sample: 1B  
Score: 6 
 
This essay adequately evaluates whether college is worth its cost and argues that “the cost of college 
cannot be compared to the opportunities that could be found elsewhere.” The link between the argument 
and Source E is apparent, as the essay contends that the “traditional college environment just does not 
provide opportunities to develop these ideas quickly.” The essay moves with some facility into Source F, 
using the sentence “Factors like this complicate the decision to attend college even further” to transition 
into a discussion of the statistics presented in that source. The essay ends with a slight inconsistency 
(“With all this evidence supporting the lack of need for college learning, it is important to refer back to our 
society’s laurels and focus on developing our young adults’ characters”), but overall, the evidence and 
explanations are appropriate and sufficient, and the prose is clear.  
 
Sample: 1C 
Score: 4  
 
This essay is inadequate in evaluating whether college is worth its cost. It begins by stating the position 
that a college education is worth the cost, but overall, the essay is insufficient and unconvincing. The 
essay cites the sources but makes an inadequate link between the sources and an argument for its 
position. For example, the citation of several statistics (which demonstrate that the surveyed Americans 
value character over a college education) from Source F is followed by two unrelated assertions that college 
“has a good investment” and that “[c]ollege benefit [sic] one’s character.” The essay asserts that a “college 
education is worth the cost because it will earn a living” but uses Source A unsuccessfully for support. The 
prose generally conveys the student’s ideas but is inconsistent in its control of the elements of effective 
writing. For these reasons, the essay earned a score of 4. 
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