AP Literature Exam – 2006

Question Leaders Comments

Warren J. Carson, PhD. Question 1 Leader
"Evening Hawk" by Robert Penn Warren
 

Robert Penn Warren's 1975 poem, "Evening Hawk," was the poetry selection for the 2006 Operational Exam. Students were asked to write about how the poet used language to describe the scene and to convey mood and meaning. Overall, students found the poem sufficiently accessibly to allow for multiple interpretations and they appeared to feel confident in their own abilities to comment on the poet's use of language. 

 

Many of the better students immediately claimed an analytical space from which to comment insightfully on the hawk in flight as the day gives way to night. Additionally, these better writers wrote knowingly and well about the various levels of figurative verbs, the series of prepositional phrases, the stanzas comprised of one sentence, the metaphors, similes, and personification, and symbols used throughout. To our delight and appreciation—not to mention our relief—many students finally demonstrated that they could go beyond listing and name-calling and really show how these devices aid in how the poet conveys that which he wishes to do. Moreover, our better writers could discern and discuss meaning in the poem and were discriminating enough to know that a truly good piece of work may indeed yield multiple meanings. The best essays exhibited sophisticated writings which clearly well-prepared students responded not only to the beauty of the poem but also to its terror. Some of the best writers were also able to identify Robert Penn Warren as a "Fugitive" or "Southern Agrarian" writer and to see this group of writers as 20 th century extensions of the British (and, to a lesser degree, the American) Romantics juxtaposing the world of Reason/Technology to the instinctual world of Nature. The wide range of diction likewise compelled students to make an effort: "geometries" and "orchids," "the guttural gorge," ancient wisdom and leaking pipes challenged students to define the area covered by the throwing of such a wide, far-flung semantic net. Their analysis was often inventive, occasionally hilarious, and, at its best, highly perceptive. The provocative range of the diction allowed the brilliant students to shine brilliantly. In stylistic terms, the really superior students also used sophisticated, erudite and often elegant language without sounding forced; such students were in full control of what they wrote, rather than the language running away with them. 

 

Of course many students struggled with the poem. Even when it was evident that some of the students had a sincere desire to write something intelligent about the poem, it was abundantly clear that many of them possessed neither the reading, thinking, or writing skills to serve them in this desire. In many instances, students have not been instructed in what Laurence Perrine calls "the plain sense of poetry"; thus, they cannot read a poem for understanding let along write about it with insight and clarity. Yet, many students are getting better and more confident in their ability to take a poem and extract some meaning from it. Even when the student did not totally understand the poem, often he or she faked it well, showing an understanding of form and structure, as well as the nature of literary analysis. Less capable students typically focused on the epic imagery in the beginning of the poem because it was an accessible spectacle. They quickly perceived that nature is indifferent to man. They recognized the importance of the noiseless passage of time and the weight of humanity's errors in the first 13 lines of the poem. However, walking their way through the poem, many stopped on this side of the bridge. There is some hope, though, that students are beginning to learn (and teachers are beginning to teach) that it is one thing to identify poetic devices, but it is quite another thing to comment on how these devices operate in the poem and how they are employed to achieve meaning. 

 

In reading back over the several closing remarks I have made over my years as Question Leader for the Poetry Exam, one theme has been constant—that we must challenge our students—those who are exceedingly bright as well as those who are, at best, marginal—to strive toward knowledge that is beyond the mundane, to pursue skill development that exceeds just the basic, and moreover, to not only learn from but to enjoy the journey and grow to appreciate the fact that knowledge, while useful in itself, is even far more useful when applied to life's everyday situations. For me, then, one student's application of the observation (borrowed from Frost, we think) that "Poetry is a clarification of life" provides meaningful closure for this year's scoring session, for it confirms, yet again, that students, when properly engaged and actively taught, can soar to the heights we hope they will attain; further, this observation leaves us with a sense that there are many, many students who can not only achieve, but who are thus waiting for the intellectual challenge. 

 

In closing, I wish to thank and congratulate the sea of readers who read Question One—the experienced, seasoned readers and our new, first time reading colleagues—for a superb job this week. As well, I am especially grateful to the 48 wise and diligent Table Leaders and the eight of those who served as Assistant Question Leaders—my sincere thanks and appreciation to each of you for your expert care and direction as we went about this important task on behalf of our students. Although I leave Daytona Beach with some trepidation and regret, I do look forward to seeing you all in Louisville in 2007.

 

Mel MacKay, Question 2 Leader
Oscar Wilde's Lady Windermere's Fan
 

The best assessments test students and teach students at the same time. This year's AP English Literature prose question certainly qualifies. Presenting an excerpt from Act I of Lady Windermere's Fan, an 1892 comedy of manners, the question is an invitation not only to a birthday dance but to the world of Oscar Wilde, who told his opening-night audience in London, "I congratulate you on the great success of your performance, which persuades me that you think almost as highly of the play as I do myself."

 

This year's prompt asked students to "analyze how the playwright reveals the values of the characters and the nature of their society." Though the prompt did not present students with a list of literary techniques, the scoring guide provided AP readers with suggestions of what to look for, like character, situation, diction, and tone. Readers were not tallying techniques, but rather evaluating the depth of student analysis, attention to the test, and persuasion. Ultimately, we were looking for what the scoring guide termed "the relationship between language and values." 

 

While some students organized their thinking on the basis of themes or techniques, many more approached the task through character analysis, writing about each character along the way to making broader points about the artificiality and exclusiveness of high society. A representative student observed that the Duchess of Burwick "is entirely consumed by other people's opinions." another student heard in the judgments of the duchess "a tone of over-confidence and authority that reflects the importance that wealthy, noble women felt about themselves." Funny, many students didn't seem to like the duchess. A perceptive student said why: she is too fond of gossip, "too trivial to realize that she is breaking her own rules…" As to whether her irony was verbal or dramatic, student opinion was divided. The best essays recognized that the duchess is adept at observing social propriety, while weaker essays missed her conscious use of a word such as "depraved" and saw her reference to "my poor wits" as a grudging admission of limited mental capacity. 

 

Though a major character in the play as a whole, Lady Windermere speaks little in this passage. This led to a defensible interpretation of her character as "submissive," "compliant," as someone who "goes along with the Duchess to make her happy." There are enough hints in the passage, however, for an astute student to see not a wallflower, but an honest, forthright Lady Windermere—as one student put it, "admirably assertive and forthright when she responds to Lord Darlington's jests." One of these jests of his, "It is a dangerous thing to reform anyone, Lady Windermere," created a minefield for many students who assumed this was a key to her values. Such misinterpretations turned Lady Windermere into Susan B. Anthony and Wilde into Ibsen. Similarly, if students knew or thought they knew something about Victorian England, they were at times tempted to see this humorous little situation as The Decline and Fall of the British Empire. Still, I can assure you that AP readers went to great effort to reward defensible hypotheses so long as they were clearly articulated and supported. 

 

Students responded enthusiastically to Lord Darlington and his rake's progress in the passage. A student wrote in a particularly successful essay, "Lord Darlington is exactly what his name denotes—a darling. He is the character that would be favored by the audience….[T]he audience would smile in sympathy as both he and they are forced to listen to the duchess's diatribes….They would laugh, pleased and amused, at his clever remarks when comparing husbands and wives to card games and at his careful flattery of the duchess when informing her the ball would be 'very select.'" A few students speculated that the humorous Darlington was impersonating Oscar Wilde, and a few liberated the passage from its Victorian social context. A glittering "9" concluded, "Lord Darlington's humor and more positive approach to life mirrors the high school individual who refuses to be caught up in the faux-glamour and fleeting prominence of prom…weekend parties…high school. Thank goodness for people like Lord Darlington and his comrades 114 years in the future, or we might all go mad discussing the inadequacies of one another's tea." 

 

Oscar Wilde was a linguist, short story writer, novelist, poet, editor, critic, essayist, lecturer, conversationalist, and inveterate writer of flattering notes to handsome young men and leading ladies of the stage. To Wilde, language was partly about showing off, almost as if language is its own stage. Irony, paradox, understatement, overstatement, and indirection are all here in this characteristic passage. Wit—for Wilde, the coin of the realm in his quest for an audience almost as smart as himself—is here in spades, or rather in "honours." Thus for Wilde language is not merely communication. His approach to it is perennially (and I use the word horticulturally) playful, a set of scrambled refrigerator magnets, a system of road signs turned upside down. When Lord Darlington complains that people are saying nice things behind his back or says, "To be intelligible is to be found out," he issues a challenge. Who, he says in effect, can play this game as well as I can? When he makes his provoking statement, "Life is far too important a thing ever to talk seriously about it," we realize that language in its richness and in its poverty is both Wilde's currency and Wilde's target. 

 

Examining both what these characters say to one another and how they say it, we realize that this vignette does place language itself under the microscope. Wilde is showing us how we communicate when we don't want people to understand us, or when we don't want to hear an answer, or when we are afraid of rejection, or when telling the truth is dangerous, or when our talent for making people laugh tells only part of the story of our true motives. What is Lord Darlington up to? When we understand language as social transaction, we recognize in Lord Darlington's banter the desire, above all else, to win. To win against the Duchess of Berwick might mean to leave her puzzled, perhaps ruffled slightly, at his riddles and aphorisms, without, however, risking the loss of her next invitation. To win with Lady Windermere would mean conquest—winning the heart of a beautiful, young, married high-society woman. He is eligible. She, alas, is not. A song by the Indigo Girls talks about such an impossible, paradoxical situation as an "unforgiving choice": "Unforgiving the choice still is/the language or the kiss." Language or the kiss. We can guess which Lord Darlington would choose. 

 

Susan Strehle, Question 3 Leader
Country Settings 
 

Question three asked students to choose a novel or play in which a country setting plays a significant role, and to write an essay analyzing how the country setting functions in the work as a whole.   This year's essays for what we have always called the Open Question required more flexibility and openness, more careful attention to each booklet, than in many previous years. Our forty-nine exceptional Table Leaders and 320 wide and discerning readers have found the scoring both challenging and rewarding. 

 

The selection of books our students chose to write about was as wide and interesting as ever. The topic, country setting, enabled students to write appropriate essays about many novels and plays, since even texts with minimalist settings like Waiting for Godot convey meaning and value through the sets. We saw many essays on Huck Fin, The Scarlet Letter, The Grapes of Wrath, Frankenstein, Ethan Frome, and Their Eyes Were Watching God, all listed with the question. WE also read about East of Eden, Things Fall Apart, Deliverance, Beowulf, and Gilgamesh. We puzzled over titles like King of the Flies and thought hard about an essay that described Rebecca as "a book about a young girl who remains nameless." Students chose a wide range of contemporary texts, including Beloved, Sula, Cold Mountain, Remains of the Day, Like Water for Chocolate, and The Things They Carried. 
 

While many writers interpreted country setting to mean rural places, which the prompt appears to intend, others thought first of national locations. At least a quarter of the essays we read focused on nation—Spain in Hemingway, the United States in The Glass Menagerie, Germany and Italy in Death in Venice, and that great independent country New York City in Gatsby. Scoring this question has led us to consider what students now believe about "country," or know about rural places, or imagine about life outside the cities and suburbs in which most of them have loaded their Ipods. Country values and habits are not readily apparent to students born in 1988: one student wrote that "The country setting is why there are dogs with rabies running around." Other writers associated the country with poverty, dust, ignorance, and incest. Students have been particularly hard on the South in these essays, and in writing about Twain, Faulkner, Hurston, and Morrison they have sometimes generalized about the Southern country life in unfortunate and overly simple ways. On the other hand, some of the humor that enlivened our week came from writing about Europe as well, especially Frankenstein's creation: "His oneness with nature turns him into a vegetarian," writes one student. Another praises that peaceful country setting, the cemetery, without which "the creature wouldn't have been created." 

 

Whatever our students do not know about rural experience, they do know and think about current events, weaving interpretations of literature out of the warp and woof of their own culture. One writer compared the dust bowl experience of the Joads to Hurricane Katrina, for example. Another remembered that Vice President Cheney had an unfortunate experience with a friend in the country. 

 

Student writers developed ideas about country settings in literature by contrasting them against the modern, urban settings with which they are more familiar. One writer meditated on communication in Pride and Prejudice: "If this novel were set in a modern city, Elizabeth and Darcy would email each other, instead of waiting four worrying days for the footman to come on horseback." A Midwestern writer noted that "If Huck Finn took place in Nebraska, the main thing they would to worry about on the river is the lack of water."

 

We may have seen an increase in political readings of literature this year. In thinking about nation, students wrote postcolonial interpretations focused on imperialism and its legacies in Heart of Darkness and Mansfield Park. Many strong student writers seem to be as skeptical about nation—whether any nation lives up to its professed values—as they are about rural life. 

 

While literature sends students toward both/and ambiguities and complexities, the prompt in this question invited writers think of either/or: "the country may be a place of virtue and peace or one of primitivism and ignorance." Our best student writers often saw how a setting was designed to convey a rich mix of peach and primitivi8sm or a limiting virtue that is blind, untested, even ignorant. In AP classes around the nation, teaching literature is one of the ways we and our colleagues take students beyond simple judgments; the upper half essays in question 3 impressed us with the ways they saw contradictions and wrestled with uncertainties. 

 

The question has grown on all of us. Although we began with some concerns about scoring essays that ranged from rural setting in Austen to national setting in Orwell, we have found that this question worked admirably well to enable readers to discriminate between upper and lower half essays. IN asking students to connect country setting and values, it directs them to think about how theme, idea, or meaning emerge in literature from choices of artistic technique. By directing students to setting, the question is well designed to steer them away from plot summary, the perennial bane of question 3. The exhortation to "analyze" how the setting functions helps underscore the goal of a good essay. While our understanding of the question was required to be more open than usual, students found the question entirely accessible and readers found the essays possible to score with impressive accuracy. 

 

We found student writers who give us reason to be optimistic about our country's future, especially was the reflect on question of our nation identity and our values as a people. Writing about The Grapes of Wrath, one powerful writer concluded an essay this way: "The ultimate purpose of Steinbeck's use of the great nation of the USA is to show that…a country, no matter how good its foundation, is changeable—either for the worse, through the loss of humanity, or for the better, in the regaining of that humanity by sharing the milk of human kindness." 

 

Another stunning essay things with impressive maturity about the complex relationships between the country setting as a space of anarchic individualism and the social forces restoring order in Lord of the Flies: "Golding's use of the isolated tropical island as a country setting demonstrates his opinion of human nature…He depicts the country as an evil environment, representative of the heart of darkness that stares at society with a gaping and hungry mouth. Golding presents society as a protective force that restrains the animalistic desires of the individual and facilitates human coexistence by bridling the beast within the human heart." 

 

Readers of question 3 always emerge grateful—for variety, for liveliness, for good comradeship and humor. We have had a very good time this year. After scoring these essays, we are proud of the work of our colleagues in AP English classes.

