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AP®  ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION  
2019 SCORING GUIDELINES 

Question 2: William Dean Howells, The Rise of Silas Lapham 

The score should reflect the quality of the essay as a whole — its content, style, and mechanics. Reward the 
students 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 portrays the experience of the two sisters 
within their family and society. Using apt and specific textual support, the essays demonstrate consistent and 
effective control over the elements of composition in language appropriate to the discussion of prose. Although 
these well-focused essays may not be error-free, their perceptive analysis is apparent in writing that is clear 
and effectively organized. Essays scored a 9 have especially convincing analysis and effective control of 
language. 

7–6 These essays offer a reasonable analysis of how the author portrays the experience of the two sisters 
within their family and society. Using textual support, they are organized and demonstrate control over the 
elements of composition in language appropriate to the discussion of prose. These focused essays show some 
insight, and they offer clear and controlled analysis and writing. Essays scored a 7 have solidly developed 
analysis and consistent control of organization and language. 

5 These essays respond to the assigned task with a plausible reading of how the author portrays the 
experience of the two sisters within their family and society, but the analysis may be superficial and thinly 
developed. While the essays include some analysis of the passage, implicit or explicit, the analysis of the 
author’s portrayal of the experience of the two sisters or the use of literary techniques may be slight, and 
support from the passage may tend toward summary or paraphrase. Their analysis and discussion may be 
vague, formulaic, or minimally supported. These essays demonstrate some control of language, but they may 
be marred by surface errors. These essays have difficulty presenting a cohesive idea, clear organization, or 
sustained development of analysis. 

4–3  These lower-half essays  fail  to  offer  an  adequate  analysis of the  passage.  The  analysis of how  the  
author  portrays  the experience of  the two  sisters  within their  family  and  society  may  be partial,  unconvincing,  
oversimplified,  or  irrelevant;  the  essays may ignore  how  the author portrays  the  experience o f  the  sisters  
within t heir family or society or the use of  literary  techniques.  Evidence  from  the passage  may be  slight  or 
misconstrued,  or  the  essays may rely  only  on  paraphrase.  The  essays  often  demonstrate  a  lack  of  control  over  
the  conventions of composition:  inadequate  development of ideas,  accumulation  of errors,  or  a  focus that  is 
unclear,  inconsistent,  or  repetitive.  Essays scored  a  3  may  contain  significant misreading  and/or  demonstrate  
inept writing.  

2–1 These essays compound several weaknesses. Although they make some attempt to respond to the 
prompt, they are often unacceptably brief or incoherent in presenting their ideas. The essays may be poorly 
written on several counts; they may contain pervasive errors that interfere with understanding. Ideas may be 
presented with little clarity, organization, or support from the passage. Essays scored a 1 contain little coherent 
discussion of the passage. 

0 These essays give a response that is completely off topic or inadequate; there may be some mark or a 
drawing or a brief reference to the task. 

— These essays  are entirely  blank.  
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AP®  ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION  
2019 SCORING COMMENTARY 

Question 2 

Note: Student samples are quoted verbatim and may contain spelling and grammatical errors. 

Overview 

For Question 2, the prose analysis question, students were asked to read an excerpt from William Dean 
Howells’ novel The Rise of Silas Lapham and respond to the following prompt: 

Carefully read the following excerpt from William Dean Howells’ novel The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885). 
Then, in a well-constructed essay, analyze how the author portrays the complex experience of two sisters, 
Penelope and Irene, within their family and society. You may wish to consider such literary elements as 
style, tone, and selection of detail. 

The students were, once again, expected to accomplish three specific tasks: 
• They were expected to read carefully. 
• They were expected to analyze how the author portrays the complex experience of the two sisters. 
• They were expected to write a well-constructed essay based on that analysis. 

Again, the three tasks are interrelated and interdependent. 
• Reading carefully means reading “closely,” employing the techniques practiced during students’ 

Advanced Placement class and engaging with qualities, terms, and characteristics related to the study of 
prose. Reading in this way begins with the assumption of meaning, and students should, even at first 
reading, begin to pay attention to how particular features of the text begin to create an overall effect or 
meaning. It is worth noting that beginning with next year’s examination, the prompts for poetry and 
prose analysis will not contain any suggested literary techniques for students to consider at the 
beginning of their analysis. Students are not required to name specific literary elements or terms, but 
knowledge of prose elements will help the student begin to analyze the text. 

• Analyzing means identifying the important parts of a larger whole and being able to explain how those 
parts connect to and function within that whole. In this case, students needed to identify the way the 
author revealed the two sisters’ complex experience. The prompt did not ask the students to be familiar 
with the nouveau riche experience in 19th-century America or to be aware of changing economic and 
gender contexts (although these do inform the novel as a whole). Instead, students were to identify 
how, in the given passage, the author, Howells, uses literary techniques to portray Penelope and Irene 
in this brief excerpt. 

• Writing a well-constructed essay means controlling many features, including a defensible thesis, full 
development and textual support for ideas, clear connections and transitions that help cue the reader, and 
an attention to the standard conventions of writing. Again, students are not expected in the free-response 
section of the examination to write a polished, revised essay. Instead, the organization may be implicit 
throughout and may be understood by claims formed late in the essay. The essay should, however, 
enable the readers to see and to follow the student’s reasoning (even if that reasoning is still developing). 

Sample: 2A 
Score:  9  

This essay closely examines several areas of the text, offering a persuasive analysis of how Howells portrays the 
experience of Irene and Penelope within their family and society. It begins with the claim that “[f]amily units lay 
the foundation from which all ideas are built off of, however, sometimes the foundation is faulty and it is 
necessary to rebuild from scratch.” In considering the importance of the family, it offers convincing analysis of 
Howells’ use of the word “idol” to refer to the girls’ mother: “idols are generally objects of great value that are 
worshipped and deified, a state of mind that Howells connects to how the sisters view their mother, a force in 
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AP®  ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION  
2019  SCORING COMMENTARY  

Question 2  (continued)  

their life that is to be worshipped.” In focusing on the similarities of the sisters, the student points out that 
“Howells rarely discusses each sister individually when discussing the family as a whole” and insightfully 
claims, “This dehumanizes the sisters in the context of their interactions with the family, making them seem less 
like individuals and more just small parts of a larger and more important unit.” Later in the essay, the student 
considers each sister individually and suggests that “Howells makes a conscious effort to not use Penelope’s 
name, opting to just refer to her as ‘the eldest daughter’ or ‘eldest sister.’ This further establishes just how 
entrenched Penelope is into her family and how she is not a self-thinking individual.” The student then considers 
Irene’s relationship with a young man and claims this relationship “reveals that Irene is hungry for knowledge 
outside of her family.” Both statements exemplify perceptive and convincing analysis. The essay shows 
consistent and effective control over the elements of composition and is clearly focused. For these reasons, it 
earned a score of 9. 

Sample: 2B 
Score:  6  

This essay offers a reasonable analysis of Howells’ portrayal of the complex experience of the two sisters within 
their family and society. It focuses on “the complex experience of Penelope and Irene in a close-knit family with 
mid-range social status.” It describes the style of the passage as “casual, juxtaposing statements about the 
family’s status with concillatory [sic] statements about their happiness or contentment.” This observation would 
have been strengthened by an example of textual evidence. The student recognizes and explores Howells’ gentle 
humor in the passage, pointing to the description of the young men as “perhaps, not the wisest” and Irene’s 
opinions “as hers because ‘they were often mistaken.’” The comment that this humor makes the passage “more 
endearing than ridiculing” shows insight. The essay moves on to focus on the differences between the sisters, 
describing Penelope as “free from the material inclinations of society” and Irene as “stylish and perhaps 
materialistic.” The observation that “[t]heir family is not inclined to rise socially and thus the girls are content 
where they are” shows an attempt at insight without adequate textual support. The essay is clearly organized and 
demonstrates control over the elements of composition in language appropriate to the discussion of prose. 
Although it makes a number of insightful observations, it tends to move from one to the next rather than delving 
into any of them. For these reasons, the essay earned a score of 6. 

Sample: 2C 
Score:  4  

This essay offers a limited discussion of the family’s seclusion and difficulty fitting into society and fails to offer 
an adequate analysis of the passage. It begins with an oversimplified claim: “They [the family] also never fully 
agreed with society and society never fully agreed with them.” The student points out, “If these 
rules/expectations [of society] are not met you will most definitely be excluded and in turn secluded” and then 
attempts to offer textual support for the idea that “[t]he family expressed in the passage never fully grasped the 
rules within society, yet they tried leaving them always one step behind.” The essay does make attempts at 
analysis, but it relies heavily on paraphrase, presenting relevant quotations from the passage and then simply 
paraphrasing them rather than analyzing how they illustrate larger claims: “‘They had not even known of them, 
and a great gulf divided them from those who did’ … the girls learned how to dance at a school but didn’t take 
private lessons therefore they are one step behind and aren’t able to fit into society.” The images of being “one 
step behind” and being “lonely” are repetitive and oversimplified: “The author empasizes the loniliness [sic] of the 
family in the passage which gives the passage a very lonely tone.” These characteristics result in analysis that is 
vague and an essay that does not quite reach the level of a plausible reading. This essay earned a score of 4. 
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