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Question 3 
(Exile) 

 
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 how, in a novel, play or epic, a 

character’s experience with exile is both alienating and enriching. Using apt and specific textual 
support, these essays explore the character’s complex responses to being cut off from a home or 
special place and analyze what the experience of exile contributes to the meaning of the work as a 
whole. Although not without flaws, these essays make a strong case for their interpretation and 
discuss the literary work with significant insight and understanding. 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, in a novel, play or epic, a character’s experience 

with exile is both alienating and enriching. These essays explore the character’s complex response 
to exile and identify what the experience of exile contributes to the meaning of the work as a 
whole. Although these responses 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. 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, 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 responses attempt to discuss how a character’s experience 
with exile is both alienating and enriching and what the experience contributes to the meaning of 
the work as a whole, they may demonstrate a rather simplistic understanding of the character or 
the work, and support from the text may be too general. These essays demonstrate adequate 
control of language but may be marred by surface errors. They are generally not as well conceived, 
organized or developed as 7–6 essays. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays fail to offer an adequate analysis of how, in a novel, play or epic, a 

character’s experience with exile is both alienating and enriching. The analysis may be partial, 
unsupported or irrelevant, and the essays may reflect an incomplete or oversimplified 
understanding of the character’s experience with exile. They may not develop a response to how 
that experience contributes to 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 and demonstrate inept 
writing.  

 
2–1 Although these essays make some attempt to respond to the prompt, they compound the 

weaknesses of the papers in the 4–3 range. Often, they are unacceptably brief or are incoherent in 
presenting their ideas. They may be poorly written on several counts and contain distracting errors 
in grammar and mechanics. Remarks are presented with little clarity, organization or supporting 
evidence. Particularly inept, vacuous and/or incoherent essays are scored a 1. 
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Question 3 (continued) 
 
0 These essays do no more than make a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays are either left blank or are completely off topic. 
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Question 3 
 
Overview 
 
The prompt for question 3, the “open” question, began by quoting Edward Said on the subject of exile as 
“the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true home,” 
yet also potentially “a potent, even enriching” experience. Students were asked to select a novel, play or 
epic in which a character experiences such a rift, to write an essay analyzing how the character’s 
experience with exile is both alienating and enriching, and to analyze how the experience illuminates the 
meaning of the work as a whole. 
 
This question was intended to assess students’ abilities to analyze a character who has experienced a 
significant change: one between a “home” place, however that was defined, and an “other” place. To 
respond successfully, students needed to select an appropriate character and define that character’s exile, 
to discuss aspects of exile that were alienating and those that were enriching, and to show how the 
experience of exile shaped or clarified the meaning of the work as a whole. They needed to connect the 
analysis of a displaced character to the meanings of the text, linking displacement to multivalent changes 
in the character and those changes to the text’s larger themes. 
 
Sample: 3A 
Score: 8 
 
Beginning with a perceptive acknowledgment of the paradox implicit in the prompt ⎯ that exile can be 
both alienating and enriching ⎯ this essay demonstrates insightful thinking among many other strengths. 
With an introduction that integrates the quotation from Edward Said with the experience of the main 
character of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, the essay provides a clear roadmap of the ideas to be 
developed. The first body paragraph elaborates a set of cultural values (“In Okonkwo’s tribe, strength and 
courage are traits prized above all else”) and notes that Okonkwo “works tirelessly to embody these traits.” 
We understand through the transition that follows how these insights are relevant to “Okonkwo’s exile 
from his homeland.” The subsequent paragraphs argue that exile allows Okonkwo “to question his 
preconceived notions” but focus more fully on the way “his obsession with strength ultimately leads to his 
own demise.” The sophistication of this essay — evidenced, for example, in the observation that 
Okonkwo’s suicide shows that his “strength and bravery throughout the entirety of the novel was simply 
an attempt to demonstrate his manliness, rather than the manifestation of legitimate personal, emotion, 
and mental strength” — placed it squarely in the top range of scores. The success of the essay lies in its 
ability to transform the question and apply it persuasively to a work. Precisely written, well developed and 
accurate in its references to incidents throughout the novel, the response would have earned a score of 9 
had it exhibited a balanced consideration of the enriching side of alienation.   
 
Sample: 3B 
Score: 6 
 
This essay on William Golding’s Lord of the Flies addresses the twin elements from the prompt, making a 
case for Ralph’s enrichment and alienation through exile. Beginning with a two-sentence thesis that states 
a provable proposition, the well-developed first body paragraph outlines the nature of Ralph’s exile as 
“more and more of the boys begin to lose touch with their civil, educated lives and turn to one of carefree 
savagery.” A briefer third paragraph functions mainly to continue the storyline, but the final paragraph 
returns to thematic concerns, explaining how “Ralph battle[s] the effects of a life without law and order” 
and emerges a “stronger person, one who would fight until the end for what was morally right.”   
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Question 3 (continued) 
 
Throughout the response, control over diction and organization are present, and the essay recalls specific 
incidents and is well reasoned as far as it goes. Further development of the meaning of the work as a whole 
— something characteristic of essays earning higher scores — would have earned this essay a higher 
score.   
 
Sample: 3C 
Score: 3 
 
Although an attempt is made to recall a theme from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, without paragraphing 
and without insights into the complex nature of the creature’s exile, this essay remains limited and 
unpersuasive. As early as the third sentence, the essay veers away from the development of how Said’s 
statement about exile might apply to the novel and moves toward plot summary. Possibilities for probing 
complexities of the creature’s experience (and Victor Frankenstein’s as well) are not explored; instead the 
essay settles for aspects of the novel that “we all know.” Weak, colloquial diction (“there are some people 
out there who are very mean and nasty”) and persistent problems with control and mechanics characterize 
the writing. Relying on the storyline and not on a logical argument derived from a clear main idea, the 
essay addresses the prompt superficially, and thus in its conclusion we read only that Victor “finally saw 
that it doesn’t always turn out the way you want it to.” Because the essay fails to develop a clear argument 
using appropriate and specific support from the novel, it falls into the lower third of responses.   
 
 
 

 
 


