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2.	The following excerpt is from Rachel Cusk’s novel The Bradshaw Variations, published in 
2008. This passage describes Thomas Bradshaw’s morning interactions with members of his 
household. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Cusk uses 
literary elements and techniques to develop a complex portrayal of Thomas.

In your response you should do the following:
•	 Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation.
•	 Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
•	 Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
•	 Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Par.  
1 What is art? Thomas Bradshaw asks himself this question frequently. He does not yet know 

the answer. He used to believe art was a kind of pretending, but he doesn’t think that any more. 
He uses the word authenticity to describe what he thinks now. Some things are artificial and 
some are authentic. It is easy to tell when something is artificial. The other is harder.

2 In the mornings he listens to music, to Bach or Schubert. He stands in the kitchen in his 
dressing gown. He waits for his wife and daughter to come downstairs. He is forty-one, the age 
when a life comes out of its own past like something out of a mould; and either it is solid, all of a 
piece, or it fails to hold its shape and disintegrates. The disintegration is not difficult to imagine. 
It is the solidity, the concrete form, that is mystifying. Disintegration does not involve questions 
of authenticity, but of a solid form the questions must be asked.

3 Mostly, in fact, it is the lodger1 Olga who comes down first. He hears her tread on the stairs 
and doesn’t recognise it: that is how, every day, he identifies her, by hearing her quiet, slightly 
plodding step and wondering who on earth it belongs to. She ducks her peroxided head at 
him, flashes her uncertain train-track smile. For six months now Olga has been embroiled in 
protracted dentistry. Beneath the metal braces her teeth are grey and disorderly. As a child her 
mother apparently never took her to the dentist. This was not out of neglect, Olga has told him. 
It was because Olga was frightened of going, and her mother couldn’t bear her to be frightened, 
or to feel pain. She has told Thomas that she is saving up for a bridge and a set of caps. She 
has three different jobs and all the money goes on her teeth. She complains of the expense: in 
Poland the cost of dentistry is much lower. There, she could have all the work done—‘All!’ Olga 
repeats, making a chopping motion with her hand—for what she pays here for just one monthly 
visit.

4 These conversations do not entirely engage Thomas. When he talks to Olga he is both there 
and not there. He is waiting for Tonie2 to come down, as the platform guard waits for the 
London train to come through. Tonie’s appearances in the kitchen are brief. Like the train she 
stops, disgorging3 activity, and then departs again. It is a matter of minutes, but he needs to be 
ready. He hears Olga—in some ways he even identifies himself with her, both of them platform 
dwellers—but when she speaks he cannot reciprocate. He is as though sealed behind glass. He 
wonders if she realises this, realises that she can see but not touch him. She drinks tea from a 
giant Garfield4 mug and eats cereal, topping up the milk frequently from the plastic container 
that stands beside her bowl. He glimpses her bare, mushroom-coloured legs beneath the table, 
her feet clad in large soft slippers. He turns the music up a little: it is an offering, a form of 
explanation. He wants her to know that he is aware of his own limitations, of his failure to 
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make anything of their conversations in the morning. Sometimes this failure appears to him 
as something intrinsic to time itself, as an inner force, like decay. They pass and are forgotten, 
these interludes in the kitchen. And yet they are always the same: he could stand here for 
a hundred years and still have much the same conversation with Olga. There are, it seems, 
limitless copies of this conversation, but it never goes anywhere or develops. By the same token, 
it never dies. It has no relationship to time. This may be because it lacks authenticity.

Excerpt from THE BRADSHAW VARIATIONS by Rachel Cusk. Copyright © 2009 and 2012 by Rachel Cusk, used by permission of 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux and The Wylie Agency LLC. All rights reserved.

1: a person who rents a room in a house
2: his wife
3: pouring out, releasing
4: a cartoon cat



Visit College Board on the web: collegeboard.org	 7�
© 2025 College Board.

AP ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 2025 n FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS

3.	In many works of literature, characters may be significantly affected by memories of the past. 
A character may be inspired by the past, haunted by the past, unable to let go of the past, or 
motivated by the past to craft a better future. 
Either from your own reading or from the list below, choose a work of fiction in which a 
character is significantly affected by a memory. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how the 
impact of the memory on the character contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. 
Do not merely summarize the plot.

In your response you should do the following:
•	 Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation.
•	 Provide evidence to support your line of reasoning.
•	 Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
•	 Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Afterlife
Annie John
Behold the Dreamers
Beloved
Big Fish
The Buried Giant
Ceremony
Crime and Punishment
A Doll’s House
Dominicana
The English Patient
The Farming of Bones
Fences
A Gesture Life
The Glass Menagerie
The Importance of Being Earnest
Invisible Man
Jane Eyre

Kindred
Love Medicine
Macbeth
The Mayor of Casterbridge
Mrs. Dalloway
The Nickel Boys
Obasan
Of Mice and Men
On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous
Purple Hibiscus
The Scarlet Letter
The Secret History
The Sound and the Fury
A Tale of Two Cities
Washington Black
The Woman Warrior
Wuthering Heights
The Yellow Birds

STOP
END OF EXAM
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Question 2: Prose Fiction Analysis  6 points 

The following excerpt is from Rachel Cusk’s novel The Bradshaw Variations, published in 2008. This passage describes Thomas Bradshaw’s morning 
interactions with members of his household. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Cusk uses literary elements and 
techniques to develop a complex portrayal of Thomas. 

In your response you should do the following:  
• Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation. 
• Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning. 
• Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning. 
• Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row A 
Thesis 

(0–1 points) 

0 points 
For any of the following: 
• There is no defensible thesis. 
• The intended thesis only restates the prompt. 
• The intended thesis provides a summary of the issue with no apparent or 

coherent claim. 
• There is a thesis, but it does not respond to the prompt.

1 point 
Responds to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation 
of the passage.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Only restate the prompt. 
• Make a generalized comment about the passage that doesn’t respond to the 

prompt.  
• Describe the passage or features of the passage rather than making a claim 

that requires a defense. 

Responses that earn this point: 
• Provide a defensible interpretation of the complex portrayal of Thomas. 

Examples that do not earn this point: 
Restate the prompt 
• “Cusk uses Thomas’s morning interactions with members of his household to 

develop a complex portrayal of Thomas.” 
Do not respond to the prompt but make a generalized comment 
• “Even in conversation with others, people often have their own unspoken 

thoughts.” 
Describe the passage or features of the passage 
• “In the passage, the reader can see what Thomas is thinking.” 

Examples that earn this point: 
Provide a defensible interpretation 
• “In this passage, Thomas is set up as someone who values authenticity, and 

his interactions with Olga demonstrate his struggles to live up to this value.” 
• “Cusk portrays Thomas as someone who tends to overanalyze things.” 
• “Although Thomas Bradshaw seems to have a rich inner life, the progress of 

the passage shows that he is quite unsure of himself. His abstract thinking 
creates distance between him and the people around him.” 

Additional Notes: 
• The thesis may be more than one sentence, provided the sentences are in close proximity. 
• The thesis may be anywhere within the response. 
• For a thesis to be defensible, the passage must include at least minimal evidence that could be used to support that thesis; however, the student need not cite 

that evidence to earn the thesis point. 
• The thesis may establish a line of reasoning that structures the essay, but it needn’t do so to earn the thesis point. 
• A thesis that meets the criteria can be awarded the point whether or not the rest of the response successfully supports that line of reasoning. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row B 
Evidence 

AND 
Commentary 
(0–4 points) 

0 points 
Simply restates thesis (if 
present), repeats provided 
information, or offers 
information irrelevant to 
the prompt. 

1 point 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides evidence that is 
mostly general. 

AND 
COMMENTARY: 
Summarizes the evidence 
but does not explain how 
the evidence supports the 
student’s argument. 

2 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides some specific, relevant 
evidence. 

AND 
COMMENTARY: 
Explains how some of the 
evidence relates to the student’s 
argument, but no line of 
reasoning is established, or the 
line of reasoning is faulty. 

3 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides specific evidence to 
support all claims in a line of 
reasoning.  
AND 
COMMENTARY:  
Explains how some of the 
evidence supports a line of 
reasoning. 

AND 

Explains how at least one literary 
element or technique in the 
passage contributes to its 
meaning.   

4 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides specific evidence to 
support all claims in a line of 
reasoning.  
AND 
COMMENTARY: 
Consistently explains how the 
evidence supports a line of 
reasoning. 

AND 

Explains how multiple literary 
elements or techniques in the 
passage contribute to its 
meaning.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Typical responses that 
earn 0 points: 
• Are incoherent or do 

not address the 
prompt. 

• May be just opinion 
with no textual 
references or 
references that are 
irrelevant. 

Typical responses that 
earn 1 point: 
• Tend to focus on 

overarching narrative 
developments or 
description of a 
passage rather than 
specific details or 
techniques. 

• Mention literary 
elements, devices, or 
techniques with little 
or no explanation.  

Typical responses that earn  
2 points: 
• Consist of a mix of specific 

evidence and broad 
generalities. 

• May contain some simplistic, 
inaccurate, or repetitive 
explanations that don’t 
strengthen the argument.  

• May make one point well but 
either do not make multiple 
supporting claims or do not 
adequately support more 
than one claim.  

• Do not explain the 
connections or progression 
between the student’s 
claims, so a line of reasoning 
is not clearly established.    

Typical responses that earn  
3 points: 
• Uniformly offer evidence to 

support claims. 
• Focus on the importance of 

specific words and details 
from the passage to build an 
interpretation. 

• Organize an argument as a 
line of reasoning composed 
of multiple supporting 
claims. 

• Commentary may fail to 
integrate some evidence or 
fail to support a key claim. 

Typical responses that earn  
4 points: 
• Uniformly offer evidence to 

support claims. 
• Focus on the importance of 

specific words and details 
from the passage to build an 
interpretation. 

• Organize and support an 
argument as a line of 
reasoning composed of 
multiple supporting claims, 
each with adequate evidence 
that is clearly explained. 

• Explain how the writer’s use 
of multiple literary 
techniques contributes to 
the student’s interpretation 
of the passage. 

Additional Notes: 
• Writing that suffers from grammatical and/or mechanical errors that interfere with communication cannot earn the fourth point in this row. 
• To earn the fourth point in this row, the response may observe multiple instances of the same literary element or technique if each instance further contributes 

to the meaning of the passage. 


