
Analyzing AP Essay Prompts – Literary/Rhetorical Analysis

      Literary analysis questions test the student’s ability to use concrete evidence (e.g., figurative language, diction, syntax) to analyze an abstract idea or concept (e.g., tone, mood, purpose, theme).  

Sample AP Language Prompts:

Question 2, 1995

     The following piece, “The Company Man,” is by the columnist Ellen Goodman.  Read the passage and then write an essay analyzing the rhetorical techniques Goodman uses to convey her attitude toward Phil.

Question 2, 1996

     Read carefully the following autobiographical narrative by Gary Soto.  Then, in a well-written essay, analyze some of the ways in which Soto recreates the experience of his guilty six-year-old self.  You might consider such devices as contrast, repetition, pacing, diction, and imagery.
Question 1, 1999

     Read the following two passages about Florida’s Okefenokee Swamp carefully.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how the distinctive style of each passage reveals the purpose of its writer.

Question 1, 2000

     In the following passage from her autobiography, One Writer’s Beginnings, Eudora Welty recalls early experiences of reading and books that had later impact on her craft as a writer of fiction.  In a well-organized essay, analyze how Welty’s language conveys the intensity and value of these experiences.
Sample AP Literature Prompts:

Question 1, 1995

     Read the following poem carefully.  Then, in a well-organized essay, analyze how the speaker uses the varied imagery of the poem to reveal his attitude toward the nature of love.

Question 2, 1996

     Read the following passage from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The House of the Seven Gables.  Then write a careful analysis of how the narrator reveals the character of Judge Pyncheon.  You may emphasize whichever devices (e.g., tone, selection of detail, syntax, point of view) you find most significant.

Question 2, 1997

     Read carefully the following passage from Joy Kogawa’s Obasan, a novel about the relocation of Japanese Canadians to internment camps during the Second World War.

     Then, in a well-organized essay, analyze how changes in perspective and style reflect the narrator’s complex attitude toward the past.  In your analysis, consider literary elements such as point of view, structure, selection of detail, and figurative language. 
Question 1, 1999

     Read the following poem carefully, paying particular attention to the physical intensity of the language.  Then write a well-organized essay in which you explain how the poet conveys not just a literal description of picking blackberries but a deeper

understanding of the whole experience.  You may wish to include analysis of such

elements as diction, imagery, metaphor, rhyme, rhythm, and form.

Writing Essay Prompts for Pre-AP – Literary/Rhetorical Analysis

     When adapting or creating prompts for Pre-AP it is important to consider the ability and maturity level of the students, while maintaining the concrete to abstract analysis in the prompt.

Sample Pre-AP Prompts:

     Read the following passage carefully.  Then, in a well-developed paragraph, explain how the word choice creates a somber mood.

     Read the following passage carefully.  Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how the diction and imagery create a sense of adventure.

     Read the following passage carefully.  Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how the diction, imagery, and syntax reveal that the author’s purpose is to persuade.

     Read the excerpt from Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale.  In a carefully reasoned essay, analyze how the author’s use of diction, imagery, and parallel structure illustrate the speaker’s state of mind.

     Read the following speech by Barbara Jordan.  In a well-organized essay analyze how Jordan’s use of language reinforces her theme.  You might consider such devices as diction, contrast, repetition, parallel structure, or tone.

     Read the following poem carefully.  Write an essay in which you analyze how the figurative language, diction, and structure build a feeling of suspense.  Develop your essay with specific references to the text of the poem.

     Read the following poem by Yoshino Hiroshi.  Write an essay in which you analyze the speaker’s attitude toward the girl and her actions.  Consider such stylistic devices as diction, imagery, and syntax.

    Carefully read the poem “The Way It Is,” by Gloria Oden.  Then, write an essay analyzing how the use of color imagery and figurative language illustrate the speaker’s sense of identity.

     Read the poem carefully.  Write an essay in which you analyze how the figurative language and structure create a sense of continuity and movement.

     Read “The Base Stealer” carefully.  In a well-organized essay, analyze how the literary elements of diction and alliteration contribute to a sense of urgency and anticipation.  

     Read the poem “Foul Shot” by Edwin A. Huey.  Pay careful attention to details such as word choice, sentence structure, and the organization of the poem.  Write a well-written essay that explains how the poet uses these features to create a feeling of suspense.  

Carefully read the poem “Miss Rosie”, by Lucille Clifton.  Write an essay in which you analyze how the use of diction, imagery, and structure reveal the speaker’s impression of Miss Rosie.  

Read the poem  “Recuerdo” carefully.  In a well-written essay, analyze how the imagery creates a sense of remembrance.

Carefully read "Fifteen" by William Stafford.  Write an essay that shows how the author uses word choices (diction) to demonstrate the shift in  tone from expectant imagining to disappointed reality.

Read “Taught Me Purple” by Evelyn Tooley Hunt.  Write an essay which analyzes how the color imagery creates a sense of regret.

Discus the author's use of diction and imagery to convey a humorous tone in "Tableau at Twilight."

Read the poem “Those Winter Sunday’s” by R. Hayden.  In a well-developed essay, analyze how imagery is used to illustrate the father’s love.

Carefully read “Taught Me Purple” by Evelyn Tooley Hunt.  In an essay explain how Hunt uses literary devices to convey her conflicting feelings about her mother.

Analyzing AP Essay Prompts – Open-Ended

Open-ended prompts on the Language exam require students to write a persuasive paper in response to a quote or idea.  On the Literature exam the open-ended prompt requires students to draw on their knowledge of literary works to answer a question about theme, character, etc.

Sample AP Language Prompts

Question # 3 2001

     Carefully read the following passage by Susan Sontag.  Then write an essay in which you support, refute, or qualify Sontag’s claim that photography limits our understanding of the world.  Use appropriate evidence to develop your argument.

Question # 2 1998

     The following passage, from Henry James’s novel The Portrait of a Lady, is a conversation between two characters.  Madame Merle and Isabel Archer.  Read the passage attentively, noting the conflicting views about what constitutes the self.  Then write a carefully reasoned, persuasive essay that demonstrates which of these two conceptions of the self has greater validity.  Use specific evidence from your observation, experience, or reading to develop your position.

Question # 3 1997

     In the following passage, the contemporary social critic Neil Postman contrasts George Orwell’s vision of the future, as expressed in the novel 1984 (written in 1948), with that of Aldous Huxley in the novel Brave New World (1936).  Read the passage, considering Postman’s assertion that Huxley’s vision is more relevant today than is Orwell’s.  Then, using your own critical understanding of contemporary society as evidence, write a carefully argued essay that agrees or disagrees with Postman’s assertion.

Sample AP Literature Prompts 

Question #3 2001


One definition of madness is “mental delusion or the eccentric behavior arising from it.”  But Emily Dickinson wrote

Much madness is divinest Sense—




To a discerning Eye—

Novelists and playwrights have often seen madness with a “discerning Eye.”  Select a novel or play in which a character’s apparent madness or irrational behavior plays an important role.  Then write a well-organized essay in which you explain what this delusion or eccentric behavior consists of and how it might be judged reasonable.  Explain the significance of the “madness” to the work as a whole.  Do not merely summarize plot.
Question # 3 2000


Many works of literature not readily identified with the mystery or detective story genre nonetheless involve the investigation of a mystery.  In these works, the solution to the mystery may be less important that the knowledge gained in the process of its investigation.   Choose a novel or play in which one or more of the characters confront a mystery.  Then write an essay in which you identify the mystery and explain how the investigation illuminates the meaning of the work as a whole.  Do not merely summarize plot.
Question # 3 1998


In his essay “Walking,” Henry David Thoreau offers the following assessment of literature:

In literature it is only the wild that attracts us.




Dullness is but another name for tameness, It is the




Uncivilized free and wild thinking in Hamlet and The Iliad,




In all scriptures and mythologies, not learned in schools




That delights us.

From the works you have studied in school, choose a novel, play, or epic poem that you may initially have thought was conventional and tame but that you now value for its “uncivilized free and wild thinking.”  Write an essay in which you explain what constitutes its “uncivilized free and wild thinking” and how that thinking is central to the value of the work as a whole.  Support your ideas with specific references to the work you choose.

Question # 3 1997
Novels and plays often include scenes of weddings, funerals, parties, and other social occasions.  Such scenes may reveal the values of the characters and the society in which they live.  Select a novel or play that includes such a scene and, in a focused essay, discuss the contribution the scene makes to the meaning of the work as a whole.  You may choose a work from the list below or another novel or play of literary merit.

Question # 3 1996

     The British novelist Fay Weldon offers this observation about happy endings:

"The writers, I do believe, who get the best and most lasting response from 

readers are the writers who offer happy ending through moral 

development.  By a happy ending, I do not mean mere fortunate events--a 

marriage or a last-minute rescue from death--but some kind of

spiritual reassessment or moral reconciliation, even 
with the self, even at 

death."

Choose a novel or play that has the kind of ending Weldon 
describes.  In a well-written essay, identify the "spiritual 
reassessment or moral reconciliation" evident in the ending 
and explain its significance in the work as a whole.
Writing Essay Prompts for Pre-AP – Open-Ended

Open-ended prompts are easy to adapt to various levels, and to your current curriculum.

Sample Open-Ended Essay Prompts for Pre-AP

     In “By the Waters of Babylon” John says, “it is better the truth should come little by little.”  In a carefully reasoned essay analyze this assertion, and then defend or challenge the statement.  Use evidence from your observation, experience, or reading to develop your position.

     Read the following excerpt from “The Scarlet Ibis” by James Hurst.  There is within me (and with sadness I have watched it in others) a knot of cruelty borne by the stream of love, much as our blood sometimes bears the seed of our destruction…”

In a carefully reasoned essay analyze the narrator’s assertion, and defend, challenge, or qualify this statement.  Use evidence from your observations, experiences, or reading to develop your position.

     Choose a novel, play, or short story that depicts a conflict between a parent (or parental figure) and a son or daughter.  Write an essay in which you discuss the sources of the conflict and explain how the conflict between parent and child adds to the meaning of the work.  Avoid plot summary.

     In Tunes for Bears to Dance to, by Robert Cormier, Mr. Hariston says, “You only

appreciate something when you think you have lost it.”  Do you agree ore disagree with this statement?  Write an 11-sentence paragraph supporting your opinion.  Use evidence from your reading, observation, or experience to support your position.

     In The Prophet Kahil Gibran says, "You cannot separate the just from the unjust and the good from the wicked; for they stand together before the face of the sun even as the black thread and the white are woven together."  In a carefully reasoned essay, defend or challenge this statement.  You evidence from your observations, experience, or reading to develop your position.
     In the play, The Importance of Being Earnest, Algernon says, "The truth is rarely pure and never simple.  Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature a complete impossibility."  In a carefully reasoned essay, defend or challenge this statement.  You evidence from your observations, experience, or reading to develop your position.
Read the excerpt from "A Mother in 
Manville."  Write a carefully reasoned persuasive essay that defends or challenges the narrator's definition of integrity.  Use evidence from your observation, experience, or reading to develop your position.

In "The Most Dangerous Game" Rainsford says, "The world is made up of two classes--the hunters and huntees."  In a carefully reasoned essay analyze this assertion and then defend, challenge or qualify this statement.  Use evidence from your observations, experience, or reading to develop your position.

     Read the following quote from Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier.

We, all of us, have our particular devil who rides us and torments us, and we must give battle in the end.

Choose another novel or play in which a character must “battle his devil” and show how this battle creates an epiphany in the life of the character.  Include a discussion of the results of the epiphany on the character.

     Many stories and novels contain conflict between the forces of good and evil.  Choose a novel that contains this type of struggle, then write an essay in which you identify the forces of good and evil and analyze the effects of the struggle on the characters.

     Many stories and novels contain a character who has kept a secret.  Choose a story or novel 
that contains a character who keeps a secret.  Write an essay explaining how keeping the secret affects the character, and the story development.  

   Characters, like people, are often torn between two desires or obligations.  Select a character from a novel who has faced this type of conflict.  In a well-organized essay identify the two conflicting desires or obligations and explain how this conflict reveals the theme of the work.

