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Question 2 

(Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun) 
 

The score reflects the quality of the essay as a whole—its content, its style, its 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 persuasive analysis of how the author uses literary techniques to characterize 

the relationship between the young man and his father. The students make a strong case for their 
interpretation of the passage. They explore possibilities of character and situation; consider 
techniques such as point of view, selection of detail, syntax, characterization, diction, and tone; and 
engage the text through apt and specific references. Although these essays may not be error-free, 
their perceptive analysis is apparent in writing that is clear, precise, and effectively organized. 
Generally, essays scored a 9 reveal more sophisticated analysis and more effective control of 
language than do essays scored an 8. 

 
7–6   These essays offer a reasonable analysis of how the author uses literary techniques to characterize 

the relationship between the young man and his father. The students provide a sustained, 
competent reading of the passage, with attention to techniques such as point of view, selection of 
detail, syntax, characterization, diction, and tone. Although these essays may not be error-free and 
may be less perceptive or less convincing than 9–8 essays, the students present their ideas with 
clarity and control and refer to the text for support. Generally, 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 of the passage but tend to be 

superficial or undeveloped in their treatment of how the author uses literary techniques to 
characterize the relationship between the young man and his father. While exhibiting some analysis 
of the passage, implicit or explicit, the discussion of how literary techniques contribute to the 
author’s characterization of the relationship may be slight, and support from the passage may be thin 
or tend toward paraphrase. While these students demonstrate adequate control of language, their 
essays may be marred by surface errors. Generally, essays scored a 5 lack the more effective 
organization and the more sustained development characteristic of 7–6 papers. 

 
4–3   These essays offer a less than thorough understanding of the task or a less than adequate treatment 

of how the author uses literary techniques to characterize the relationship between the young man 
and his father. Often relying on plot summary or paraphrase, the students may fail to articulate a 
convincing basis for understanding situation and character, or they may misread the passage. These 
papers may be characterized by an unfocused or repetitive presentation of ideas, an absence of 
textual support, or an accumulation of errors. Generally, essays scored a 4 exhibit better control over 
the elements of composition than those scored a 3. 

 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of the papers in the 4–3 range. They may persistently 

misread the passage or be unacceptably brief. They may contain pervasive errors that interfere with 
understanding. Although some attempt has been made to respond to the prompt, the ideas are 
presented with little clarity, organization, or support from the passage. Essays that are especially 
inept or incoherent are scored a 1. 

 
0 These essays make no more than a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays are either left blank or are completely off topic. 
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Question 2 
 

Overview 
 
Students were asked to read carefully an accessible excerpt from Dalton Trumbo’s novel Johnny Got His 
Gun (1939) and then in a well-organized essay to analyze how Trumbo uses such techniques as point of 
view, selection of detail, and syntax to characterize the relationship between the young man and his father. 
The question served as a means of testing students’ inferential thinking ability. The passage itself takes 
place in the main character’s mind, as he recalls a key event in his boyhood when he summoned up the 
courage to suggest a departure from tradition to his father, and his father lent him a valuable fishing rod. 
The passage is a coming-of-age story in miniature. 
 
Sample: 2A 
Score: 8 
 
This is a good example of an essay with a perceptive embedded analysis that does not necessarily cite the 
text with great frequency, yet still provides persuasive insights. The essay begins with a strong 
introduction characterized by effective diction: “Trumbo … divulges to the reader the son’s careful 
contemplation of the simultaneous ‘ending and beginning,’ proving that their relationship is one of mutual 
love and respect, as well as thoughtfulness.” The student recognizes how Trumbo’s detailed description of 
the camp’s high elevation “contributes to the sense of importance and separation from all other things” 
that has, in the past, established such a close relationship between father and son. Attention to detail and 
to the significance of techniques—the “smooth exchange” father and son have with each other, the 
recalled dialogue “without quotation marks and similar punctuation” that shows “how simply the father 
agreed” [to his son’s request]—demonstrates the student’s ability to make sense out of small points many 
other students overlooked. Overall, this is a sustained, thoughtful analysis. 
 
Sample: 2B 
Score: 6 
 
This competent essay discusses the effect of the third-person point of view and recognizes the 
significance of the bond between the father and his son, showing how each is affected by the desertion of 
the son for Bill Harper. The student sees that the silence of the father shows how saddened he is by his 
son’s decision, and yet that his feelings run so deeply that he surrenders his fishing rod and says, “you use 
my rod and let Bill use yours.” Similarly, the father’s love is shared by the son, who “‘felt a little lump in his 
throat’” as he deserts his father. The response recognizes the sadness of the scene and comments on how 
Trumbo’s use of simple syntax characterizes the relationship, but the student is less persuasive in 
analyzing it, saying only that it is “peaceful and relaxed” without explaining exactly what words convey 
these qualities. The greater emphasis the student gives to content rather than form kept this essay from 
rising higher in the upper half of the scoring range. 
 
Sample: 2C 
Score: 4 
 
This essay provides a less-than-adequate treatment of how Trumbo uses literary techniques to 
characterize the relationship between the young man and his father. While the student makes a few 
accurate claims about the passage (“[T]he story … told through Joe … gives an idea of the strained 
relationship between the boy and his father”), these assessments are frequently negated elsewhere in the 
essay: e.g., Joe “has no real clue as to what his father feels about him going fishing with Bill Harper.” Other  
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Question 2 (continued) 
 

seemingly contradictory claims include references to the “simple yet complex style of structure” and the 
“flowing yet awkward feel to the passage.” These curious claims fail to articulate a convincing basis for 
understanding the situation. The student also identifies techniques imprecisely, such as the “flowy [sic] 
yet awkward sentences” that reveal the “awkward and changing relationship” of parent and child.  

 




