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Exam Sample uestion

Identi cation

For each passage, give the full name of its author, the full title of the work it comes from and the
approximate date of its composition and/or publication. Explain brie y (in one or two sentences
at most) the context of the passage within the text—for a narrative, where in the narrative it takes
place and what is happening; for a poem, what the poem in general is about. en comment,
concisely, on the signi cance of the passage: what is most characteristic or important about it in
relation to the work it is part of ? How does its language work?

. e rst step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me the inch,
and no precaution could prevent me from taking the ell.

Write for – minutes. e answer is a er the blank page following.
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Answer overleaf.
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Discussion of sample answer.

For credit on the name, you must give the full name, spelled correctly.
Frederick Douglass
For credit on the title, you must give a full title, spelled correctly.
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
For credit on the date, you need normally be only within a decade or two, but this vagueness must
be within historical reason. us “” would not be a correct answer for Douglass, since you
should know that his Narrative is a pre-Civil War text; but “” or “” would be ne. You
should be able to place e Waste Land in the early s.
Narrative: published .
Sample context:
Douglass is discussing how, as a child, he learned to read andwrite, despite the fact that his current
master has forbidden his mistress from teaching him.
Sample discussion of signi cance:
Douglass’s acquisition of reading is central to his narrative, because he learns about abolition
through his reading. He also seems to develop an individual consciousness of his bonded state
and his right to freedom only once he gures out his letters. He plays on the racist proverb that
says, “Give a slave an inch and he’ll take an ell”: given an inch, he did take an ell—a literal letter
“L.” And all the other letters too.
Bonus remark:

is is an example of Douglass’s “signifying” or punning capacity to reverse the master’s language
for his own ends.
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