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Question 1 
(Robert Penn Warren’s “Evening Hawk”) 

 
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 the language the poet uses to describe the scene and to 

convey mood and meaning. Although these essays offer a range of interpretations and choose to 
emphasize different poetic techniques, these papers provide convincing readings of the poem and 
demonstrate consistent and effective control over the elements of composition in language 
appropriate to the analysis of poetry. Their textual references are apt and specific. Though they may 
not be error-free, these essays are perceptive in their analysis and demonstrate writing that is clear 
and sophisticated, and in the case of a 9 essay, especially persuasive. 

 
7–6 These competent essays offer a reasonable analysis of the language the poet uses to describe the 

scene and to convey mood and meaning. They are less thorough or less precise in their discussion of 
the themes and techniques, and their analysis of the relationship between the language and the 
themes is less convincing. These essays demonstrate the student’s ability to express ideas clearly 
with references to the text, although they do not exhibit the same level of effective writing as the  
9–8 papers. While essays scored 7–6 are generally well written, those scored a 7 demonstrate more 
sophistication in both substance and style. 

 
5 These essays may respond to the assigned task with a plausible reading of the poem, but they may 

be superficial in analysis of theme and technique. They often rely on paraphrase but paraphrase that 
contains some analysis, implicit or explicit. Their analysis of the language of the poem may be 
vague, formulaic, or inadequately supported by references to the text. There may be minor 
misinterpretations. These students demonstrate control of language, but the writing may be marred 
by surface errors. These essays are not as well conceived, organized, or developed as 7–6 essays. 

 
4–3 These lower-half essays fail to offer an adequate analysis of the language of the poem. The analysis 

may be partial, unconvincing, or irrelevant. Evidence from the poem may be slight or misconstrued, 
or the essays may rely on paraphrase only. The writing often demonstrates 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 misreadings and/or 
demonstrate inept writing. 

 
2–1 These essays compound the weaknesses of the papers in the 4–3 range. Although some attempt has 

been made to respond to the prompt, the student’s assertions are presented with little clarity, 
organization, or support from the poem. They may contain serious errors in grammar and mechanics. 
These essays may offer a complete misreading or be unacceptably brief. Essays scored a 1 contain 
little coherent discussion of the poem. 

 
0 These essays give a response with no more than a reference to the task. 
 
— These essays are either left blank or are completely off topic. 
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Question 1 
 
Overview 
 
Students were asked to read carefully a poem, Robert Penn Warren’s “Evening Hawk,” and then to write a 
well-organized essay in which they identified the speaker’s attitude toward the hawk and the natural 
world. In this essay, they were expected to analyze how the poet uses language to convey mood and 
meaning. The intent of this question was to test students’ ability to read closely, paying attention to the 
resources of language used to convey the attitude of the speaker. To respond to the question successfully, 
students needed to have a firm grasp of the devices and techniques employed by poets and then to arrive 
at an analytical and defensible reading of the poem. Because this poem is allusive, rich, and challenging, 
most students were able to respond to it on some level, and the able students had many opportunities to 
demonstrate their skills. 
 
Sample: 1A  
Score: 8 
 
This superior essay is very nicely argued and compact, saying a great deal in a few words. From the excellent 
opening paragraph, which succinctly contrasts the “fragility of mankind” with the hawk’s strength as a 
“powerful master of time,” this student demonstrates an ability to be in complete control. The single body 
paragraph, over one-and-a-half pages long, moves through the poem systematically, discussing Robert Penn 
Warren’s use of language in detail. For example, “The hawk appears ‘out of a [sic] peak’s black angularity of 
shadow’” and the following discussion aptly notes that “such language depicts the rigid, mathematical lines 
that the world is made of.” Throughout the essay, brief quotations followed by succinct but probing 
commentary demonstrate just how adroit this student is at getting to the heart of a poem.    
 
Sample: 1B  
Score: 6 
 
This competent essay offers a reasonable analysis of the language Robert Penn Warren employs to convey 
mood and meaning in the poem. The student insightfully recognizes a disjunction between the realm of the 
hawk and the realm of mankind: “The language in the last stanza … shows everything man knows as 
worthless.” In contrast to the “personification of the sun building ‘geometries and orchids,’” the realm of the 
“earth is so old it ‘[grinds] on its axis,’ and ‘history [drips] in darkness like a leaking pipe in the cellar.’” As a 
result, “the reader is left with a feeling of insignificance, provided by the despondant [sic] language Warren 
chose to use to describe many things mankind holds in high esteem.” As shown by this concluding remark, 
this is an essay that grows into understanding; the discussion of the earlier stanzas of the poem is less 
probing and precise. There, quotations are followed by rather brief and flatfooted analyses, such as when the 
student asserts that the “contrast between an advanced sun and a primitive earth gives a feeling of 
separation.” As a result, the student’s overall analysis is less convincing than that of papers in the highest 
scoring range. 
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Question 1 (continued) 
 
Sample: 1C 
Score: 4 
 
The weakness of this essay is signaled from the very start, when the student asserts that Robert Penn Warren 
uses many language techniques to signal his admiration of the hawk, “primarily diction and syntax.” Since all 
writing involves words and their arrangement, this is not an auspicious beginning. While some of the 
student’s analyses are sound, others are quite weak and tautological, such as the statement that “Many of the 
adjectives chosen by Warren in describing the hawk are complex and elegant,” making the hawk “appear 
complex and elegant,” too. The analysis of this poem is finally partial: only the hawk is discussed, and the 
contrast Warren provides with less-perfect, human actions, or with the earth “grind[ing] on its axis,” seems 
unnoticed or—at least—unexplored. Thus this response finally fails to offer an adequate analysis of the 
language of the poem.    




