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Issue test 3

The best ideas arise from a passionate interest in
commonplace things.

Discuss the extent to which you agree or disagree with the
statement above and explain your reasoning for the position you
take. In developing and supporting your position, you should
consider ways in which the statement might or might not hold
true and explain how those considerations shape your position.

The following sample issue response received a score of 6:

Passion is clearly necessary for a truly great idea to take
hold among a people—passion either on the part of the original
thinker, the audience, or ideally both. The claim that the most

lucrative subject matter for inspiring great ideas 1is
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commonplace things may seem 1initially to be
counterintuitive. After all, aren’ t great ideas usually marked
by their extraordinary character? While this is true, their

extraordinary character is as often as not directly derived
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from their insight into things that had theretofore gone
unquestioned. While great ideas certainly can arise through
seemingly pure innovation... say, for example, Big Bang
cosmology, which developed nearly all of its own scientific and
philosophical precepts through its own process of formation,
it is nevertheless equally true that such groundbreaking
thought was, and is, still largely a reevaluation of previous
assumptions to a radical degree... after all, the question of
the ultimate nature of the universe, and man’ s place in it,
has been central to human thought since the dawn of time.
Commonplace things are, additionally, necessary as material
for the generation of “the best ideas” since certainly the
success among an audience must be considered in evaluating the
significance and quality of an idea.

The advent of Big Bang cosmology, which occured in
rudimentary form almost immediately upon Edwin Hubble’ s first
observations at the Hooker telescope in California during the
early 20th century, was the most significant advance in mankind’
s understanding of the universe in over 400 years. The seemingly
simple fact that everything in the universe, on the very large
scale, 1s moving away from everything else in fact betrays

nearly all of our scientific knowledge of the origins and
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mechanics of the universe. This slight, one might even say
commonplace, distortion of tint on a handful of photographic
plates carriedwith it the greatest challenge toMan’ s general,
often religiously reinforced, conception of the nature of the
world to an extent not seen since the days of Galileo. Not even
Charles Darwin’ s theory, though it created more of a stir than
Big Bang cosmology, had such shattering implications for our
conceptions of the nature of our reality. Yet it 1s not
significant because it introduced the question of the nature
of what lies beyond Man’ s grasp. A tremendous number of
megalithic ruins, including the Pyramids both of Mexico and
Egypt, Stonehenge, and others, indicate that this question has
been foremost on humankind’ s collective mind since time
immemorial. Big Bang cosmology is so incredibly significant in
this line of reasoning exactly because of the degree to which
it changed the direction of this generally held, constantly
pondered, and very ancient train of thought.

Additionally, there is a diachronic significance to the
advent of Big Bang cosmology, which is that, disregarding
limitations such as the quality of optical devices available
and the state of theoretical math, it could have happened at

any point in time. That is to say, all evidence points to roughly
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the same raw intellectual capacity for homo sapiens throughout
our history, our progress has merely depended upon the degree
of it that a person happens to inherit, a pace that has been
increasing rapidly since the industrial revolution. Yet this
discovery had to happen at a certain point in time or another
— 1t cannot have been happening constantly or have never
happened yet still be present—and this point in time does have
its own significance. That significance is precisely the fact
that the aforementioned advent must have occurred at precisely
the point in time at which it truly could have occured—that
is to say, 1t marks the point in our history when we had
progressed sufficiently to begin examining, with remarkable
substantiated acuity, the workings of the universe across
distances that would take millions of human lifetimes to reach
or to traverse. The point for the success of this advent must
necessarily have been, additionally, the point at which the
audience concerned was capable and prepared to accept such a
radical line of reasoning.

Both factors, a radical, passionate interpretation of the
commonplace and the preparedness to accept such an
interpretation, are necessary for the formulation of a truly

great idea. If the passion is absent from an inquiry by the
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thinker or by the bulk of an audience, the idea will die out
if it comes to fruition at all. If the material is not
sufficiently commonplace to be considered by an informed
audience of sufficient size, the same two hazards exist. Given
these two factors, the idea must still be found palatable and
interesting by the audience if it is to hope to gain a foothold
and eventually establish itself in a significant fashion.
Comments on sample essay receiving score of 6:

This outstanding response presents a cogent,
well—-articulated analysis of the complexities of the issue by
arguing that (1) great ideas develop from commonplace
observations that are interpreted in a radical way; and (2)
passion is required of both thinkers and the audience in order
for great ideas to take hold.

The argument is based on an extended example (Big Bang
cosmology) and has two parts. The first part defines
“commonplace things” as universal questions (i.e., the quest
to understand the cosmos 1is commonplace, though complex,
because it is an ancient and universal question) and places Big
Bang cosmology in context with the scientific breakthroughs of
Galileo and the Pyramids of ancient Mexico and Egypt.

The second part explains Big Bang as the result of a
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convergence of factors: both thinkers and the audience must be

2

ready to reevaluate “ previous assumptions and accept

“radical, passionate interpretations.”

The argument’ s careful line of reasoning is strengthened
by appropriate transitions between paragraphs ( “Additionally, ”
“Both factors, a radical, passionate interpretation of the
commonplace and the preparedness to accept such an

interpretation, are necessary for the formulation of a truly

great idea, ” etc.) and within paragraphs ( “Not even Charles
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Darwin’s, ” “Yet, that is to say, ” etc.). Fluent and precise
language — advent, rudimentary, diachronic, shattering
implications, megalithic ruins — and effective sentence
variety also characterize this response as outstanding.
Finally, despite the presence of minor errors (overuse of comma
and inconsistent use of ellipses in paragraph 1), this response
demonstrates facility with the conventions of standard written
English.
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The following sample issue response received a score of 5:

The statement above comes from the perspective that the

best thinkers, inventors, and innovators are the way that they

are because they explore passionately the interesting things
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around them. Yes, I would say that this is definitely true. I
understand best the things that interest me, but it is only the
things with which I am familiar with and understand in my
surroundings. It would be difficult to take passionate interest
in the things which I did not have available in my environment.

For example, let’ s consider some “idea” people in history.
The person who invented the basketball hoop, or the game of
volleyball, or ice skates, all had interest in those things
before they had their brilliant ideas. I do know that the
inventor of the basketball hoop used to coach a basketball team
of young boys, and they would throw the ball into a fruit basket
that was nailed to the wall. Obviously, a basket has a bottom
to it, and they would have to fish it out after every successful
throw. So he had the brilliant idea of cutting out the bottom
of the basket. It seems so simple to us now, but nobody had ever
played basketball like that in his day.

The phrase, “commonplace things” can be rather misleading,
I believe. I think every person has slightly different
“commonplace things” 1in their environment depending on their
interests, their financial status, and availability of items.
What is commonplace for one person may never be known by another.

[ take passionate interest in things having to do with sewing
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using patterns, fabrics and threads. However, my mother and
grandmother are excellent seamstresses and I had the
availability of learning from them. It was a “commonplace thing”
for me. I have had some wonderful ideas come out of my passion
for this kind of art.

Orville and Wilbur Wright had a passionate interest in
things having to do with flight, a rather ordinary thing for
the sorts of birds who can fly with their wings, but certainly
not people. If I had lived during the Wright brothers’ time,
I would probably not have had the same passionate interest in
figuring out how to make humans fly, because it is not something
that I would have thought possible. But their dreams and
visionary possibilities were much bigger than mine would have
been at that time. They not only had a passionate interest but
they were willing to experiment, to risk financial ruin and
ridicule, and even put their lives on the line. So while it is
true that the best ideas arise from a passionate interest in
commplace things, there also has to be an element of daring to
challenge “norms” and not being able to just accept things
as they are. There has to be a desire to make things better and
to improve on the present.

There also has to be the element of not being afraid of
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failure. Most ideas do inevitably fail. Einstein is viewed
today as being one of the most brilliant thinkers and “idea”
people in all of history. But nobody really talks about how many
times his ideas failed. The number is quite amazing. Many people
are afraid of failure, so even though they make take a
passionate interest in something commonplace, and have some
great 1deas, they may never carry them through because of
uncertainty that they would work. We must be willing to try!

So, yes, it 1is true that the best ideas arise from a
passionate interest in commonplace things, because these are
the things that we know, these are the things that we understand,
and the things that we want to explore in even more depths. But
there must be more elements involved than just taking interest
in something. We must be willing to face risks of many kinds
in order to separate the ideas that fail from the ones that will
triumphantly succeed.

Comments on sample essay receiving score of b:

This strong response presents a well— considered analysis
of the complexities of the issue by arguing that great ideas
come, not only from a passionate interest in the commonplace,
but also from great imagination and a willingness to succeed.

The logic of the response unfolds very smoothly: paragraph
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3 explores the term “commonplace” and offers support for the
prompt’ s position; paragraphs 4 and 5 discuss the related
issues of 1imagination, willingness to experiment, and
overcoming failure. The examples are well chosen and generally
well developed.

Paragraph 2 offers a relevant, though predictable, sports
example (invention of basketball hoop) to examine how
commonplace things/familiarity can spark great ideas. A
personal example is used in paragraph 3 to further explore the
definition of “commonplace” and illustrate how the term is
relative to financial status and availability (though only the
concept of availability is developed in this example).
Paragraph 2 logically extends into paragraph 3, and the same
connection 1s seen between paragraphs 4 and b.

In paragraph 4 the Wright brothers are used to argue that
great ideas also come from imagination and a willingness to
experiment. The final example, in which Einstein is offered to
illustrate the necessity of overcoming failure, is not as fully
developed as the others. The respondent does not explain what
failures Einstein endured or how he overcame them, which makes
the example less compelling. Overall, the analysis

demonstrated in the examples is “perceptive and clear,” but
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