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Question 3 
 
The essay’s score should reflect 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 your holistic evaluation of an essay’s overall quality. In no case should you 
give a score higher than a 2 to a paper with errors in grammar and mechanics that persistently interfere 
with your understanding of meaning. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

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 their development, or particularly impressive in their 
control of language. 

 
8 – Effective 
 
Essays earning a score of 8 effectively develop a position on the value or function of polite speech in a 
culture or community with which the student is familiar. 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 the 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 value or function of polite speech in a 
culture or community with which the student is familiar. 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 value or function of polite speech in a culture or 
community with which the student is familiar. 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 
writer’s ideas.  
 
4 – Inadequate 
 
Essays earning a score of 4 inadequately develop a position on the value or function of polite speech in a 
culture or community with which the student is familiar. The evidence or explanations used may be 
inappropriate, insufficient, or unconvincing. The argument may have lapses in coherence or be 
inadequately developed.  The prose generally conveys the writer’s ideas but may be inconsistent in 
controlling the elements of effective writing.  
 

3 – Essays earning a score of 3 meet the criteria for the score of 4 but demonstrate less success in 
developing a position on the value or function of polite speech in a culture or community with which 
the student is familiar. The essays may show less maturity in their 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 value or function of 
polite speech in a culture or community with which the student is familiar. The student 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 the 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.    
 
* For the purposes of scoring, argument means asserting a claim justified by evidence and/or reasoning. 
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Question 3 

Overview 

The “Argument Question” was intended to elicit a demonstration of students’ skills in critical thinking and 
rhetorical crafting of written argumentation. This year’s prompt featured an observation, from an 
anthropological study of first-year students at an American university, that common, friendly phrases such as 
“How are you?”, “Nice to meet you,” and “Let’s get in touch” convey politeness rather than literal meaning. 
Students were asked to articulate their own positions on the “value or function” of polite speech in a 
community with which they were personally familiar, and to support their assertions with evidence or 
reasoning drawn from their reading, experience, or observation. Like the Synthesis Question, Question 3, in 
directing students to consider polite speech in a community familiar to them, asked students to apply the 
prompt to their own real world experiences. In offering students the option of arguing about either the 
function or the value of polite speech, the prompt encouraged students to shape their arguments as rhetorical 
analysis (What work do these phrases do in the world, and how so?) or evaluation (What is the worth of these 
phrases, and how so?). In asking students to consider three potential sources of support, the argument 
prompt encouraged students to employ synthetic thinking skills. 

Sample: 3A 
Score: 8 

This essay effectively argues that “polite speech is much more than empty words.” Using three well-
developed examples, the essay convincingly demonstrates that polite speech in schools, official ceremonies, 
and in the legal system communicates more than “the literal meaning of the sentences.” In the example of 
students and teachers or administrators, the essay claims that “[p]olite speech conveys not only a serious 
intent but also ensures a subservience that students must display to assure their superiors that they are the 
ones in control.” This claim is supported by appropriate evidence and explanation: “titles like ‘ma’am’ must 
be used as addresses, to imply mastery, and … phrases like ‘please,’ and ‘may I’ are thrown in to lend an 
impression of supplication to simple requests.” Similarly, the essay demonstrates that, in official contexts, 
“formal language has been associated with those in power and thus those in power continue to use it as the 
way to signify that they … are fit for the position to lead.” In the final example, the essay examines how in 
legal contexts polite speech is used “to confer a sense of resolution so that people feel secure about the 
rulings.” The essay is especially coherent, its argument is well-developed, and its prose demonstrates a 
consistent ability to control a wide range of the elements of effective writing; for these qualities, the essay 
earned a score of 8.  

Sample: 3B 
Score: 5 

This essay develops the position that polite speech can create a pleasant social mood; indicate to others that 
“one is not a stuck-up, arrogant human with no emotion for the well being of others”; and be a way to show 
respect. The evidence and explanations are limited; for example, to support the claim that polite speech 
shows respect, the essay simply repeats an earlier point made to show polite speech creates a nice 
atmosphere: “When asking someone how their day is going one is saying that whether they want to or not, 
they care about the other person’s well being.” How polite speech functions to demonstrate respect is not 
explained or developed. The essay develops its position unevenly; toward the end, the student launches into 
a discussion of how “rudeness is socially unacceptable” and of how going beyond “the normal, expected 
phrases” can make “great things happen.” Neither of these points focuses upon the prompt, which asks 
students to consider the value or function of polite speech. The essay is able to advance a position in 
generally clear prose, but because it does so inconsistently and with limited evidence and explanation, it 
earned a score of 5.  
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Question 3 (continued) 

Sample: 3C 
Score: 3 

This essay inadequately develops its position that polite speech creates politeness and “foster[s] kindness.” 
The explanations provided are consistently insufficient. The essay begins by imagining a scenario in which a 
casual acquaintance is “impolite” because he answers the question of how he is, “[b]ad,” instead of first 
engaging in polite conversation. This explanation is unconvincing and leads to a circular assertion: polite 
speech “is intended to be just that: polite.” The student then includes another hypothetical conversation in 
which Person A, in response to being introduced, tells Person B, “I didn’t want to meet you.” While it’s true 
that such a blunt response would ruin “that whole exchange” and embarrass the person who introduced 
them, this is a limited and simplistic analysis of the value or function of polite speech. The essay neglects to 
develop or support its claim that polite speech “foster[s] kindness.” Although the prose generally conveys the 
student’s ideas, the essay’s overly simple explanation and limited development earned it a score of 3. 
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