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Student Sample 9

In response to our world’s growing reliance on artificial light, writer Paul Bogard argues 
that natural darkness should be preserved in his article “Let There be dark”. He effectively 
builds his argument by using a personal anecdote, allusions to art and history, and rhetorical 
questions.

Bogard starts his article off by recounting a personal story – a summer spent on a Minnesota 
lake where there was “woods so dark that [his] hands disappeared before [his] eyes.” In telling 
this brief anecdote, Bogard challenges the audience to remember a time where they could 
fully amass themselves in natural darkness void of artificial light. By drawing in his readers 
with a personal encounter about night darkness, the author means to establish the potential for 
beauty, glamour, and awe-inspiring mystery that genuine darkness can possess. He builds his 
argument for the preservation of natural darkness by reminiscing for his readers a first-hand 
encounter that proves the “irreplaceable value of darkness.” This anecdote provides a baseline 
of sorts for readers to find credence with the author’s claims. 

Bogard’s argument is also furthered by his use of allusion to art – Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” 
– and modern history – Paris’ reputation as “The City of Light”. By first referencing “Starry 
Night”, a painting generally considered to be undoubtedly beautiful, Bogard establishes that 
the natural magnificence of stars in a dark sky is definite. A world absent of excess artificial 
light could potentially hold the key to a grand, glorious night sky like Van Gogh’s according 
to the writer. This urges the readers to weigh the disadvantages of our world consumed by 
unnatural, vapid lighting. Furthermore, Bogard’s alludes to Paris as “the famed ‘city of light’”. 
He then goes on to state how Paris has taken steps to exercise more sustainable lighting 
practices. By doing this, Bogard creates a dichotomy between Paris’ traditionally alluded-to 
name and the reality of what Paris is becoming – no longer “the city of light”, but moreso “the 
city of light…before 2 AM”. This furthers his line of argumentation because it shows how 
steps can be and are being taken to preserve natural darkness. It shows that even a city that is 
literally famous for being constantly lit can practically address light pollution in a manner that 
preserves the beauty of both the city itself and the universe as a whole.

Finally, Bogard makes subtle yet efficient use of rhetorical questioning to persuade his 
audience that natural darkness preservation is essential. He asks the readers to consider “what 
the vision of the night sky might inspire in each of us, in our children or grandchildren?” in 
a way that brutally plays to each of our emotions. By asking this question, Bogard draws out 
heartfelt ponderance from his readers about the affecting power of an untainted night sky. 
This rhetorical question tugs at the readers’ heartstrings; while the reader may have seen an 
unobscured night skyline before, the possibility that their child or grandchild will never get 
the chance sways them to see as Bogard sees. This strategy is definitively an appeal to pathos, 
forcing the audience to directly face an emotionally-charged inquiry that will surely spur some 
kind of response. By doing this, Bogard develops his argument, adding gutthral power to the 
idea that the issue of maintaining natural darkness is relevant and multifaceted. 

Writing as a reaction to his disappointment that artificial light has largely permeated the 
prescence of natural darkness, Paul Bogard argues that we must preserve true, unaffected 
darkness. He builds this claim by making use of a personal anecdote, allusions, and rhetorical 
questioning.	

This response scored a 4/4/4.
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READING — 4
This response demonstrates thorough comprehension of the source text through skillful use of 
paraphrases and direct quotations. The writer briefly summarizes the central idea of Bogard’s 
piece (natural darkness should be preserved ; we must preserve true, unaffected darkness) and 
presents many details from the source text that support Bogard’s argument, such as referencing 
the personal anecdote that opens the passage and citing Bogard’s use of Paris’ reputation as “The 
City of Light.” Although there are few long direct quotations from the source text, the writer is able 
to succinctly and accurately capture the entirety of Bogard’s argument and is able to articulate how 
details in the source text interrelate (Van Gogh’s “Starry Night”…urges the readers to weigh the 
disadvantages of…unnatural, vapid lighting…He then goes on to state how Paris has taken steps to 
exercise more sustainable lighting practices) and support Bogard’s central claim. The response is 
also free of errors of fact or interpretation with regard to the source text and illustrates advanced 
reading comprehension.

ANALYSIS — 4
This response offers an insightful analysis of the source text and demonstrates a sophisticated 
understanding of the analytical task. In the analysis of Bogard’s use of personal anecdote, allusions 
to art and history, and rhetorical questions, the writer is able to explain carefully and thoroughly 
how Bogard builds his argument over the course of the passage. For example, the writer offers a 
possible reason for why Bogard chose to open his argument with a personal anecdote (In telling 
this brief anecdote, Bogard challenges the audience to remember a time where they could fully 
amass themselves in natural darkness void of artificial light) and is also able to describe the overall 
effect of that choice on his audience: By drawing in his readers with a personal encounter…the 
author means to establish the potential for beauty, glamour, and awe-inspiring mystery that genuine 
darkness can possess…reminiscing for his readers…proves the “irreplaceable value of darkness.” 
This anecdote provides a baseline of sorts for readers to find credence with the author’s claims. 
Although each of these sentences by itself may appear to be based on assertions, the way that 
the writer builds this analysis indicates an understanding of the overall effect of Bogard’s personal 
narrative, both in terms of its function in Bogard’s argument (boosting the readers’ credence with 
the author’s claims) and in terms of how it affects his audience (convincing them to fully amass 
themselves in darkness’s potential for beauty, glamour, and awe-inspiring mystery). Therefore, the 
writer has offered a thorough and well-considered evaluation of Bogard’s choices and decisions 
in building his argument. This type of insightful analysis is evident throughout the response and 
indicates advanced analytical skill.

WRITING — 4
The response is cohesive and demonstrates highly effective use and command of language. The 
response contains a precise central claim (He effectively builds his argument by using personal 
anecdote, allusions to art and history, and rhetorical questions), and each body paragraph is tightly 
focused on those three elements of Bogard’s text. There is a clear, deliberate progression of ideas 
within paragraphs and throughout the response as a whole. The writer’s brief introduction and 
conclusion are skillfully written (Writing as a reaction to his disappointment that artificial light has 
largely permeated the prescence of natural darkness) and perfectly encapsulate both the main 
ideas of Bogard’s piece as well as the overall structure and argument of the writer’s analysis. There 
is a consistent use of both precise word choice and insightful turns of phrase that illustrate the 
writer’s advanced writing skill (the natural magnificence of stars in a dark sky is definite; our world 
consumed by unnatural, vapid lighting; the affecting power of an untainted night sky). Moreover, the 
response features a wide variety in sentence structures and many examples of complex sentences: 
By doing this, Bogard creates a dichotomy between Paris’ traditionally alluded-to name and the 
reality of what Paris is becoming – no longer ‘the city of light’, but moreso ‘the city of light…before 
2 AM. Overall, the response demonstrates a strong command of the conventions of written English 
and exemplifies advanced writing proficiency.
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SAT Essay Scoring Rubric

(continued )

Score Reading Analysis Writing

4
Advanced

The response demonstrates 
thorough comprehension 
of the source text.

The response shows an 
understanding of the text’s central 
idea(s) and of most important 
details and how they interrelate, 
demonstrating a comprehensive 
understanding of the text.

The response is free of errors 
of fact or interpretation 
with regard to the text.

The response makes skillful 
use of textual evidence 
(quotations, paraphrases, or 
both), demonstrating a complete 
understanding of the source text.

The response offers an insightful 
analysis of the source text and 
demonstrates a sophisticated 
understanding of the analytical task.

The response offers a thorough, 
well-considered evaluation of the 
author’s use of evidence, reasoning, 
and/or stylistic and persuasive 
elements, and/or feature(s) of the 
student’s own choosing.

The response contains 
relevant, sufficient, and 
strategically chosen support 
for claim(s) or point(s) made.

The response focuses 
consistently on those features 
of the text that are most relevant 
to addressing the task.

The response is cohesive and 
demonstrates a highly effective 
use and command of language.

The response includes a 
precise central claim. 

The response includes a skillful 
introduction and conclusion. The 
response demonstrates a deliberate 
and highly effective progression 
of ideas both within paragraphs 
and throughout the essay. 

The response has a wide 
variety in sentence structures. 
The response demonstrates a 
consistent use of precise word 
choice. The response maintains a 
formal style and objective tone.

The response shows a strong 
command of the conventions of 
standard written English and is 
free or virtually free of errors.

3
Proficient

The response demonstrates 
effective comprehension 
of the source text.

The response shows an 
understanding of the text’s central 
idea(s) and important details.

The response is free of 
substantive errors of fact 
and interpretation with 
regard to the text.

The response makes appropriate 
use of textual evidence 
(quotations, paraphrases, 
or both), demonstrating an 
understanding of the source text.

The response offers an effective 
analysis of the source text and 
demonstrates an understanding 
of the analytical task.

The response competently 
evaluates the author’s use of 
evidence, reasoning, and/or stylistic 
and persuasive elements, and/
or feature(s) of the student’s own 
choosing.

The response contains relevant 
and sufficient support for 
claim(s) or point(s) made.

The response focuses primarily 
on those features of the 
text that are most relevant 
to addressing the task.

The response is mostly cohesive 
and demonstrates effective 
use and control of language.

The response includes a central 
claim or implicit controlling idea. 

The response includes an effective 
introduction and conclusion. The 
response demonstrates a clear 
progression of ideas both within 
paragraphs and throughout the essay. 

The response has variety in 
sentence structures. The response 
demonstrates some precise word 
choice. The response maintains a 
formal style and objective tone.

The response shows a good control 
of the conventions of standard written 
English and is free of significant errors 
that detract from the quality of writing.
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Score Reading Analysis Writing

2
Partial

The response demonstrates some 
comprehension of the source text.

The response shows an 
understanding of the text’s central 
idea(s) but not of important details.

The response may contain errors 
of fact and/or interpretation with 
regard to the text.

The response makes limited and/or 
haphazard use of textual evidence 
(quotations, paraphrases, or 
both), demonstrating some 
understanding of the source text.

The response offers limited 
analysis of the source text 
and demonstrates only partial 
understanding of the analytical task.

The response identifies and 
attempts to describe the author’s 
use of evidence, reasoning, 
and/or stylistic and persuasive 
elements, and/or feature(s) of 
the student’s own choosing, 
but merely asserts rather than 
explains their importance, 

Or one or more aspects of 
the response’s analysis are 
unwarranted based on the text.

The response contains little 
or no support for claim(s) 
or point(s) made. 

The response may lack a clear 
focus on those features of 
the text that are most relevant 
to addressing the task.

The response demonstrates little 
or no cohesion and limited skill in 
the use and control of language.

The response may lack a clear 
central claim or controlling idea or 
may deviate from the claim or idea 
over the course of the response.

The response may include an 
ineffective introduction and/or 
conclusion. The response may 
demonstrate some progression 
of ideas within paragraphs but 
not throughout the response. 

The response has limited variety 
in sentence structures; sentence 
structures may be repetitive. The 
response demonstrates general or 
vague word choice; word choice 
may be repetitive. The response 
may deviate noticeably from a 
formal style and objective tone.

The response shows a limited control 
of the conventions of standard written 
English and contains errors that 
detract from the quality of writing 
and may impede understanding. 

1
Inadequate

The response demonstrates 
little or no comprehension 
of the source text. 

The response fails to show 
an understanding of the 
text’s central idea(s), and may 
include only details without 
reference to central idea(s).

The response may contain 
numerous errors of fact 
and/or interpretation with 
regard to the text.

The response makes little or 
no use of textual evidence 
(quotations, paraphrases, or 
both), demonstrating little or no 
understanding of the source text.

The response offers little or no 
analysis or ineffective analysis of 
the source text and demonstrates 
little or no understanding 
of the analytical task.

The response identifies without 
explanation some aspects of the 
author’s use of evidence, reasoning, 
and/or stylistic and persuasive 
elements, and/or feature(s) of the 
student’s choosing, 

Or numerous aspects of 
the response’s analysis are 
unwarranted based on the text. 

The response contains little 
or no support for claim(s) or 
point(s) made, or support 
is largely irrelevant.

The response may not focus 
on features of the text that are 
relevant to addressing the task,

Or the response offers no 
discernible analysis (e.g., is largely 
or exclusively summary).

The response demonstrates little or 
no cohesion and inadequate skill in 
the use and control of language.

The response may lack a clear 
central claim or controlling idea.

The response lacks a recognizable 
introduction and conclusion. 
The response does not have a 
discernible progression of ideas.

The response lacks variety in 
sentence structures; sentence 
structures may be repetitive. The 
response demonstrates general 
and vague word choice; word 
choice may be poor or inaccurate. 
The response may lack a formal 
style and objective tone. 

The response shows a weak 
control of the conventions of 
standard written English and may 
contain numerous errors that 
undermine the quality of writing.


