
Observations from AP Graders, 2005 Exam

Misusing literary terminology

1. Diction

2. Imagery

3. If you can’t tie a literary device to its meaning, it’s not worth mentioning

4. Personification

5. Misused genre terms (poem, play, novel)

Stylistic issues

Using quotes

· Frequently used quotes to summarize rather than support a point. They summarize the plot of a poem, throw in a quote as part of the summary and continue to summarize. Still plot summary, quotes or not.

· Clunky quoting: A sentence making a point followed by a long, complete quote, followed by a sentence (if lucky) of commentary. With poetry, don’t use long quotes, but only the exact word or phrase that supports the point they’re trying to make. 

· In the best essays, quotes are blended into sentences of analysis, rather than a sentence of analysis, a quote, then a sentence of commentary on that quote.

· Problem: not setting up the context of the quote. Just throws the quote out there without any transition into and/or out of the quote. 

· Students often referred the grader to lines or stanzas, but didn’t put the actual quote in their essay. Graders don’t have time to go back to the poem and see what the writer is referring to. i.e. “Blake uses words in the 4th stanza that…”

Introductions

· Many introductions were too vague and said nothing. The problem typically stemmed from using literary terms vaguely.

· Many effective essays had little to no introductions. Long introductions frequently worked against students, taking up time in a portion of the essay that didn’t do much analysis.

· 8 and 9 essays frequently had short but very catchy introductions. 

· Quite a few students began with fragments to create a punchy opening. Most didn’t do so effectively. 

Thesis Statements

· Watch unintended consequences of ordering the points in a thesis: 
· “The morbid times convey a child being supposedly punished by twisted parents through the use of diction, detail, and syntax.” Really? The child was punished by diction, detail, and syntax? 
· “The second poem’s satiric and elegiac tones convey the bitterness of a generation of children forced to cope with the oppressive duties of adults, while the adults themselves praise society’s oppression through the use of diction, detail, and point of view.” I guess diction, detail, and point of view are helpful tools if you want to praise society’s oppression. 
· Actually, the most sophisticated writers didn’t specify devices in their thesis—they focused on meaning and discussed devices in the body only. It’s not necessary to answer all parts of the prompt and include devices in the thesis in this kind of essay.
Miscellaneous

Pet Peeve—wordiness without saying anything. Kids threw around vacuous vocabulary. Most of the time, the wordiness is created by using abstract language that doesn’t say anything specific.

Analytical Issues

· MANY didn’t understand the text on a literal level. This is CRUCIAL! Understand the story of the poem before jumping to other levels of meaning.

· A laundry list approach, listing a bunch of literary terms used without analyzing how those devices function in the poem to create meaning. Laundry list writers displayed little connection with the story of the poem, focusing solely on this technique or that. Frequently didn’t understand or address the literal meaning of the poem. 

· Not articulating SO WHAT? Making an observation without drawing a conclusion

· “Both poems refer to death images.” So? What does that mean? They have a tendency to see the poem in little pieces, but don’t put the puzzle pieces back into a whole and see how the parts contribute to the whole.
· “…metaphors first appear with the use of the word ‘lamb’ which is a Biblical allusion to Jesus…” So? What are the connotations of this child being like a biblical lamb or like Christ, sacrificed for others’ sins?
· Similarly, didn’t articulate HOW the conclusion they drew is communicated. 



Example: “The other poem describes a boy as a ‘little black thing among the snow.’ The words black and snow show the harshness of chimney life.” 

This writer doesn’t say HOW those words do that. They must articulate what specifically in those words imply harshness. The better writers saw that the black thing wasn’t even accorded human status but called a thing, that the reason he was black was from the soot from chimneys, that the literal soot functions on a symbolic level as well, and could represent the corruption of the parents and society who used children for monetary gain, that snow is literally a frozen, cold, inhospitable environment, symbolically perhaps the inhospitable and hypocritical world these children negotiate

· Writers who had a strong history background, often have an advantage with certain poetry/prose passages.  

· AFFECTIVE FALLACY (focusing on how literary devices create an effect on the reader rather than how they create meaning): Focusing on effect rather than meaning did not make for an effective essay.  

o
“…providing the reader an image he can imagine and almost feel.”

· Psychological readings also not particularly effective.

· “The second poem allows one to understand what the boy is going through and how his parents made him miserable.”
· Taking words and images out of context. Students would pull words out of context and analyze the connotations, but then didn’t see those connotations in the larger context, leading to serious misreadings. 

Qualities of More Sophisticated Essays

· Stepped imaginatively into the poem and into the lives of speaker/narrator/characters

· Got to the universal—included insights into the “big picture” 

· Used adjectives that added flair: “…the faceless mass of impoverished people.”

· Short, but catchy introductions
· Sophisticated vocabulary

· Wrote like creative writers or speech writers, with a sense of the rhythm and sound of language. Used sophisticated syntax and sentence structures.

· Working through the poems chronologically worked well as an organizational strategy, especially when there was a clear and insightful thesis.

Grammatical and Usage Issues: Kids who write higher-level essays didn’t typically make these mistakes.


They’re, their, there. 


passed away, past away, pasted away


affect/effect


to, two, too


angels/angles


illusion/allusion


Many pronoun referent issues 

Vocabulary Issues

· Overused words

· vastly

· Very, a lot, thing—lazy words

· “Obviously…” Eliminate obviously from your vocabulary. Your job is to explicitly spell it out!
· Tone vocabulary is important. Less sophisticated writers described an optimistic/pessimistic or positive/negative tone to compare the tone in the two poems—The simplistic labeling of tone reflected simplistic thinking. 


