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Each year, before Table Leaders and Readers arrive for the annual grading of 
student essays written for the AP English Literature and Composition exam, a small 
group of the leadership meets for sample selection: a four-day marathon of rooting 
through boxes, reading and discussing student essays, and pulling together sets of 
essays to be used for training during the Reading. 

During this process, we always notice that a particular novel or play tends to be the 
chosen text for many students as they respond to the prompt for the open-ended 
question, or the 3rd essay. We have often commented about how nice it would be to 
pull together essays on the same text, one favored by student writers, representing 
the full range of scores from 1–9. However, we are so busy during our marathon that 
this was never realistic. 

In June of 2015, though, a rare alignment of the stars produced a full set of student 
essays all written using Shakespeare’s Othello. The essays, labeled for our use 
during the Reading, are marked from PP to XX to denote their place in the original 
training packet. This set of essays represents the full range of scores from 1–9 as 
detailed on the 2015 Scoring Guide. 

Reading through the set in either direction (1–9, 9–1) illustrates the clear distinction 
between essay scores as indicated on the Scoring Guide. For many of us who struggle 
with teaching students to move from plot summary to analysis, this set of essays 
clearly demonstrates that shift. The fact that they are focused on one text makes that 
distinction even clearer. The range of essays may be used in whole or in parts (upper 
half/lower half), may be used individually (the stellar 9), and certainly will benefit 
students and teachers in exploring a variety of responses to a single work of literature. 

Best Regards, 
Eileen Cahill 
Essay 3 Question Leader and 
Director of Studies at Salem Academy 

One of the first things Eileen told me when I arrived at the sample selection for the 
2015 Reading was that they had been able to do what had before felt impossible. 
Reading leadership had been able to cull together a full set of 1–9 essays on one 
text for question 3. Having been a reader myself for that question, I knew readers 
— and especially teachers — would be excited to get this set. It wasn’t long before 
the online community and summer institutes were abuzz about it and it became a 
sought-after resource. 

We have Chief Reader Warren Carson, Advanced Placement and College Board 
staff, our colleagues at ETS, as well as Eileen and her team at the Reading to 
thank for this invaluable resource. We all hope you find it useful and that readers, 
teachers, and students can learn from it. We may have to wait nearly another 
40 years before something like this happens again. 

Always the best, 
Brandon Abdon 
Director of AP English Curriculum, 
Instruction and Assessment 
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Table Leader Notes 
Question #3 

Othello Full Run 1–9 

9 (XX) Well-focused, persuasive, and sophisticated analysis of Shakespeare’s 
Othello. Writing is effective and provides a detailed discussion of 
theme, meaning, and characters (Iago as victim and perpetrator) as 
they relate to cruelty: “Thus, the misogyny and cruelty to women 
demonstrated in Othello provides a compelling portrait not only of 
standard Elizabethan English society, but also of each male character 
as he subjects his female counterpart to cruelty. For Othello, Iago, and 
Cassio, this exposes each one’s obsession with honor, reputation, and 
authority respectively.” 

8 (WW) Persuasive in theme and characters in relation to cruelty. The essay 
provides sufficient details to support thesis and has effective control 
of language and vocabulary. Uses apt quotations throughout the essay 
embedded in analysis. Essay culminates with the meaning of the 
work as a whole: “In a sense, Shakespeare deconstructs the complex 
problem of cruelty, linking it to our own self-doubts, without explicitly 
offering any solutions.” 

7 (VV) This essay has a strong introduction and strong conclusion, particularly 
the last sentence of the conclusion: “This conclusion to the play shows 
that although Iago’s plan worked, any cruelty fueled by motivation 
to ruin another person’s life will ultimately backfire.” More analytical 
than the 6 essay, the writing in this paper is more fluid and provides an 
insightful discussion of theme and characters. Analyzes how cruelty 
represents theme and the meaning of the work as a whole. 

6 (UU) Analysis is less thorough than the 7 essay, and provides a reasonable 
analysis of cruelty and theme. This essay is less perceptive and the 
thesis is supported by less specific details. The introduction implies the 
meaning of the work as a whole. 

5 (TT) Plausible, yet superficial analysis of Othello. Essay generally relies on 
plot summary alone, with thin analysis of the significance of cruelty 
in paragraph four: “Iago’s cruel personality, however, reveals to the 
reader that although Iago may be extremely tough on the surface, his 
motivation for this cruelty resides in his emotions.” 

4 (SS) Clearly lower-half, this essay relies on plot summary alone, particularly 
the two body paragraphs. Confuses “nature of evil” with cruelty. 
Though brief, the writing is slightly better than the 3 essay. 

3 (RR) Fails to offer an adequate analysis of the play. The analysis, mostly plot 
summary, is partial and reflects an oversimplified understanding of 
cruelty and how it functions in the play to reflect theme. 

2 (QQ) This student writer chooses two texts (The Crucible and Othello, with a 
brief discussion of Othello in the second paragraph). 

1 (PP) Unacceptably brief in its discussion of the play (two sentences). 
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