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Advanced Placement Language and Composition 

Syllabus and Course Overview
Advanced Placement English Language and Composition Syllabus
Course Overview:  

The AP curriculum challenges students to move beyond the traditional “honors” class, approaching literature at the level of a freshman English class offered in a university or college program.  The course explores a variety of texts, with primarily an American focus, through which students learn close-reading and analysis skills. The purpose of the course, as stated by College Board’s AP English Course Description, “is to enable students to write effectively and confidently in their college courses across the curriculum and in their professional and personal lives.” Given the amount of curriculum and pace of the course, I want my students to be aware that the successful AP student must budget extra time studying, reading, and writing to gain the most from the experience.  Students are instructed in the different forms and functions of rhetoric in order to analyze written works, as well as to write on various topics through argumentation, narration, and exposition, and to complete their own writings. The entire focus of the course rests in preparing students to take and pass the AP test in the hopes of obtaining possible credit from the college or university of their choice and follows the curricular requirements described in the AP English Course Description.  

Students in our school’s AP curriculum follow a 4x4 day block schedule; they maintain contact with AP Language for 18 weeks out of the semester with each class session 90 minutes in length.  Only 15 of those weeks occur prior to AP testing; the remaining three weeks are spent covering additional supplementary American literature suggested by the county, including plays such as Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie and Thornton Wilder’s Our Town.  In this syllabus when I designate the approximate number of weeks for a unit, that designation is based on a 5-day week.
The majority of the students who take AP English Language are initially experiencing an AP curriculum approach as juniors, so many lack a sound foundation in reading and textual response.  However, our department encourages students without prior AP experience to take the course, not penalizing them for lacking developed skills necessary to be a successful AP student.  My colleagues and I work very hard to incorporate this type of student into our classes, and many of them elect to take the AP test in the spring.  As a result of our department’s efforts over the past few years, we continually improve on AP enrollment and testing.

Given the increase in AP Language’s enrollment, there are now two instructors and, while we do not teach all of the same works, we do teach a core group of short non-fiction, visual texts, and novels in our respective courses.  With these particular works there is an intentional overlap of explication activities and evaluations, particularly in regards to key essay assignments and writing-to-learn activities (the summer reading requirement, for example, is a shared assignment, allowing students entering the AP Language course to be prepared for the curriculum no matter which teacher they receive on their schedule).  Where our courses diverge we strive to keep a similar level of quality while not imitating assignments themselves; this allows each of us the chance to make the AP Language curriculum fit our personal teaching styles and textual approaches.  It also allows us to work with supplementary works we particularly enjoy without the expectation of keeping our classes “on the same page.”  On a regular basis we discuss activities and seek ways to improve upon approaches to various works, sharing materials and tools that we find to be of particular success in practice.    

The major literary focus of the course is on a variety of nonfiction and fiction texts, including The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, The Scarlet Letter, and several essays and articles in the textbook Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide. Like many teachers, I like variety in my syllabus; therefore, I do not teach all of the works outlined here from year to year.  I regularly revisit my syllabus, fine-tuning assignments and modifying approaches as a class may demand; I also try to generate multiple versions of tests and essay responses for each thematic unit in order to reduce the possibility of students using the work of previous students.

Students in AP Language are also expected to complete assignments integral to the standard course of study, including vocabulary words studied in junior year.  Vocabulary work is integrated into writing where appropriate; additionally, students are evaluated on these words using various methods, including recall, synonym/antonym, and usage.
Semester Summary of Reading and Assignments
Note: Additions and/or subtractions may be made to this syllabus based on time constraints.

Pre-Course Requirements: Summer Readings
Readings
· The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass

· The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

The first days of class are designed to welcome the students to the course and introduce them to the various requirements and criteria for their work throughout the semester/year.  

During these first few days, the students are given the class guidelines and expectations, based on the course description provided by College Board.  The class reviews a typical AP exam, exploring the language of the essay prompts and multiple choice sections to familiarize themselves with the expectations of the course.  
The students receive a list of literary and rhetorical terms that they will use throughout the course in both their writings and readings.  To help with the terms, they are given a list of useful websites and book resources in which they can find definitions, examples, and studying strategies.  Throughout the year teacher feedback focuses on a number of elements within student writing, including the effective use of diction.   They also receive a grading guideline that lists the criteria for effective writing, which the class studies in detail and adds to throughout the course.  
On the first day of the course, students are expected to bring their completed summer reading and writing assignments with them to class.  The reading assignment over the summer includes Frederick Douglass’s The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass and Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  As they read, it is recommended the students keep an informal journal of their reactions to the novels to ease their progression into the skills of close reading.  The students may copy quotations from the novels which they find significant and explain how and why these quotations reveal the authors’ purposes and writing techniques.  The reading journals should help the students begin to study rhetoric.  This reading journal simulates styles of writing that the students will learn and improve upon throughout the course. Students have the option to use their informal journal with their first assessment of the course, a summer reading quiz comprised of quotations from both works where they must discuss stylistic devices.
The quiz assesses the students’ ability to integrate their knowledge and understanding of the texts with their newly found knowledge of rhetorical strategies and techniques from the beginning of the course.  
Unit 1: Narration and Description
Readings
· Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neal Hurston
· Introduction to Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide 
· “Shooting an Elephant” by George Orwell 

· “38 Who Saw Murder Didn’t Call the Police” by Martin Gansberg

· “At the Funeral” by Mark Twain

· Excerpt from In Cold Blood by Truman Capote

Writings

· In Cold Blood analysis prompt

· Their Eyes Were Watching God analysis prompt 

· Descriptive essay (guided practice)
Language

· Point of view, selection of detail, diction, syntax, tone, imagery, figurative language, sentence fragments, run-on sentences

Before the students complete their first major writing assignment for the course, they will complete a practice writing prompt analyzing the writing of Mark Twain’s “At the Funeral.”  The students will informally answer the Mark Twain prompt together in class, sharing their understanding of terms such as diction, tone, syntax, irony, etc.  The practice with these terms will help the students become better prepared for the Frederick Douglass writing assessment.  The students will respond to the 1988 AP exam question 2, a passage from Frederick Douglass’s narrative.  This writing assessment will be completed in class in forty minutes, the time suggested/allowed for by the AP exam.  Since this is the first major paper, the students will then complete peer evaluations and a revision of the essay.  The first draft will be edited in peer critique; the second draft of the essay will be edited in teams.  A final draft of the response will be submitted to the teacher for a grade and will include the previous drafts as part of the submission. Teacher feedback for this assignment includes written comments on the essay as well as individual in-class conferencing.  Oral and written feedback allows the students to enter into dialogue about how to improve their writing.  With each paper, the students are required to track their writing style and process on a self-assessment chart that remains part of their student writing portfolio for the course.

Our study of Their Eyes Were Watching God further engages the students in practice with the rhetorical strategies of narration and description.  The students’ reading of the novel is interspersed with nonfiction readings from their textbooks.  The students analyze Hurston’s writing style and explore the effects created by her use of various techniques such as tone, syntax, and structure.  Hurston’s use of regionalism, local color, and vernacular allows the students to have a broader concept of literary techniques become more aware of their own writing style.  The students compare and contrast Hurston’s memoir-like style with their readings from over the summer, as well as with nonfiction selections.  To further expose the students to various forms of writing, the students complete practice multiple choice activities.  These shorter reading passages allow the students to hone their close-reading skills and expand their base of knowledge for literary and rhetorical terms.
Additionally students demonstrate their understanding of textual nuances through verbal debate and discussion of the work, either in a Socratic method discussion or “talk show” format, as best fits the class dynamic.
The writing for these weeks also focuses on narration and description.  The students begin with a practice prompt, analyzing an excerpt from In Cold Blood.  Their work with Hurston’s style should have prepared them to explore the various rhetorical strategies and devices commonly found in analysis prompts connected with narration and description.  The practice prompts allow the students to become familiar with writing in a timed setting, as well as working with various revisions and drafts.  The students engage in peer evaluations and also study student samples for revision ideas.  Before turning in final drafts to the teacher, students use class time to exchange papers and read them aloud within small learning groups.  The students are encouraged to discuss their work together, using the rubric from the beginning of the year to focus on various aspects of their writing.  With the first couple of practice essays, at various stages of the writing process, the students receive peer and teacher feedback regarding organization, sentence structure, diction, selection of detail, etc., and focus on improving individual paragraphs within their papers, rather than on holistic revisions.  Students find specific guidelines for these writing skills in chapter four of the Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide textbook. Teacher feedback for the students also includes a grade based on a rubric.  
During these weeks, the students receive a handout and exercises on how to discern a writer’s tone; students learn how to notice connections between tone and other stylistic strategies such as diction and imagery.  Students complete informal writings throughout the year in which they analyze a particular tone of various passages.  Throughout the semester, students are expected to engage in discussions.  They should provide thoughtful comments based on close reading and analysis, and build off of one another’s comments in seminar-style discussions.  The teacher’s role is that of a facilitator for discussions, offering feedback as needed.  
Unit 2: Purpose, Structure, and Process
Readings

· The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald

· “Ground Zero” by Suzanne Berne
· “The Human Cost of an Illiterate Society” by Jonathan Kozol
· “The Peter Principle” by Laurence J. Peter and Raymond Hull
· “Living Like Weasels” by Annie Dillard
· “Why I Write” by Maya Angelou

· “Anatomy of a Joke” by Garry Trudeau

· “How to Escape from A Bad Date” by Joshua Piven
Writings
· “Dark Hollow” prompt

· AP Exam Q2 1996 Gary Soto analysis prompt

· Student-generated prompt based on Fitzgerald passages
Visual Texts

· “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” based on the short story by F. Scott Fitzgerald
· “Girls in Front of 9/11 Mural” by Vincent LaForet
Language

· Rhetoric, sentence patterns, style, parallelism, apostrophe
In the next unit, students’ reading still focuses on narration and description, but we now turn our attention to the interaction between author’s purpose and structure.  Though it is a fictional story, The Great Gatsby provides a clear context of an important period in American history and literature, which allows the students to explore their own lives and impacts on history.  We also watch the short film “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” to better understand the conventions of the 1920s and how they have impacted life for teenagers today.  Fitzgerald’s characters allow the students to see more clearly the implications of their own actions and interactions with the world around them.  We then pair Fitzgerald with nonfiction writers to continue to explore their various rhetorical strategies.  As a class, we discuss the shorter readings after completing group assignments which allow the students to become “experts” in a certain area.  The students complete both written and oral assignments for these readings.
The writing at this point in the year is a continuation of the skills practiced previously in class.  Students will practice their analysis skills through consideration of the essay “Dark Hollow” and apply their knowledge to creating their own version of an AP-style prompt based on selections from Fitzgerald’s novel. The students should be reading closely, choosing a passage from the novel to create their own writing prompt.  The students work with Fitzgerald’s writing to improve their understanding of imagery, purpose, and structure in narration and description.  The students must not only write about the connections between purpose and rhetorical strategies, but also discuss their findings with the class.  The oral aspect allows the students to informally make new connections and reach conclusions with one another that they may not have otherwise noticed.  Each student is expected to write an essay for the prompt that he/she creates.  Presenting the prompts and essays to the class allows the students to receive immediate feedback and instruction from their peers and instructor.  The students also work with transparencies to list terms, passages, and examples that are particularly relevant to the discussion, as a visual tool for teaching the class about their chosen passages.  The students learn to write from one another’s strengths and weaknesses, discussing especially effective and ineffective writing choices.  These weeks prove useful for discussing passive and active voice strategies with the students, based on their various reading and writing assignments.  They learn which strategies are most effective in different writings such as informal journal entries, timed writings, and major essays.  After the Fitzgerald practice essays, the students respond to the Gary Soto prompt for a major writing grade.  The various forms of writing, based on several genres, helps the students improve their overall understanding of rhetoric.  
Unit 3: Comparison/Contrast and Cause/Effect
Readings

·  “Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts” by Bruce Catton
· “Sex, Lies, and Conversation” by Deborah Tannen

· “How the Lawyers Stole Winter” by Christopher B. Daly
· “Dearly Disconnected” by Ian Frazier

· “Two Ways to Belong in America” by Bharati Mukherjee

· “Television: The Plug-In Drug” by Marie Winn
· “Why Boys Don’t Play With Dolls” by Katha Pollitt
Writings (various selections from the following prompts)

· AP Exam Q2 1997 Frederick Douglass comparison/contrast prompt

· AP Exam Q1 1999 Swamp comparison/contrast prompt

· AP Exam Q3 2003 Audubon/Dillard comparison/contrast prompt

· AP Exam Q2 1990 Galapagos Islands comparison/contrast prompt

· “The Fog” comparison/contrast analysis prompt
Visual Texts

· “The Kiss” by Auguste Rodin
· “LOVE” by Robert Indiana
Language

· Structure, analogy, organization, passive voice, transitions
Once the students are comfortable with the concept of the analysis prompt, we add another element to their writing: the discussion of comparison and contrast.  In pre-selected groups, student considers selections from Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide and lead large-group discussions on each of the assigned selections, highlighting the use of comparison and contrast in the readings.
Additionally in this unit, we focus on the value of transitions and transitional phrases, as well as organizing details.  The students learn to finesse their writing style and become more mature readers and writers.  Students find specific guidelines for these writing skills in chapter five of the Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide textbook.  The nonfiction reading content comes from their textbooks, which contain analysis questions and informal writing prompts for each of the brief readings.  Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide also lists key vocabulary at the conclusion of each text.  Students study these wide-ranging terms throughout the year, adding to their repertoire to show a growth and maturation in diction, especially from one writing draft to the next.  Teacher and peer feedback helps students focus on using new vocabulary in effective and appropriate ways.
In this unit, the students study various visual texts, including pictures of the “LOVE” and “The Kiss” sculptures.  These visual representations of ideas allow the students to learn how to list and articulate similarities and contrasts between different creations.  The students study the sculptures to decipher meaning through visual literacy, and then carry those skills into their evaluations of written texts.  The students love the discussions that arise from the comparison pieces, and it is beneficial to complete this unit before the argument unit because it sets the students on the right path for analyzing and utilizing persuasive techniques.  
During this time, the students engage in writing both subject-by-subject and point-by-point comparisons.  They study both techniques and analyze which is more effective depending on the source of their comparison/contrast.  As they write essays in response to the prompts, they practice peer evaluations and also compare and contrast each other’s work with one another, adding yet another element to the unit.  The students write in response to a variety of the AP exam questions to show them the wide range of available comparison-contrast techniques and strategies.  During this unit of writing, the students are exposed to a wide range of rhetorical and writing strategies since the AP prompts use excerpts from both fiction and nonfiction passages.  With early drafts the students are instructed to choose specific paragraphs to rewrite multiple times, going through peer and instructor evaluations with each new revision.
Unit 4: The Research Paper (Implementation of this unit overlaps with Unit 5)
Readings

· Research documents – books, articles, encyclopedias, websites, journals, online archives
Writings

· Research paper (discuss synthesis essay and documentation techniques)

Language

· Manuscript form, documentation, paraphrasing, plagiarism, quotations, style

During the research unit, the students learn the skills necessary for completing research and synthesizing information from various sources.  The students’ grammatical focus during the research paper is parallel structure, a rhetorical strategy frequently used by authors for emphasis and appearing many times in the multiple choice passages of the AP Exam.  Students find specific guidelines for using parallel structure in chapter nine of the Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide textbook.  Furthermore, the students practice various methods of citation during this unit, focusing on creating MLA parenthetical documentation and a works cited page.  The main point of the composition is using a variety of nonfiction sources to create an argumentative research paper.  The appendix in the Patterns for College Writing: a Rhetorical Reader and Guide textbook outlines each step necessary for the research paper process, thoroughly detailing the mode of writing the students will use for their composition.  Since this unit overlaps the next unit relating to The Scarlet Letter and The Crucible, students choose topics concerning the era of the Salem Witchcraft trials, or the Puritan time period.  They formulate an essential question that is opinion based and then develop an argument that analyzes and synthesizes sources for support.  This paper serves the purpose of introducing the skills necessary to write the synthesis essay.
The students spend class periods during the research paper unit in the media center, where they are provided with a selection of fiction and nonfiction texts from which they garner information to support their claim.  Students also have access to a variety of online databases, including video footage and media archives from which they are required to use an assortment of sources for their paper.  They are instructed in methods of using information from primary and secondary sources, evaluating each source for its effectiveness in providing evidence for their argument.  Upon completion of the research paper, students orally present and defend their findings to the class.  The students also complete an AP sample multiple choice practice focusing on synthesis and citations during this unit to better recognize their citation strengths and weaknesses.   
Unit 5: Literary Analysis and Synthesis (Implementation of this unit overlaps with Unit 4)
Readings

· The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

· The Crucible by Arthur Miller

· Excerpts from Walden by Henry David Thoreau

· Excerpts from Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson

· Excerpts from Nature by Ralph Waldo Emerson

· Excerpts from The American Scholar by Ralph Waldo Emerson

Writings

· Hester/Janie comparison/contrast with focus on revision paper 
· Extended definition essay/mock synthesis with provided quotations from transcendental texts

· Significant quotations/reaction journal

· Informal writing: values and principles connected to The Scarlet Letter and The Crucible
· Informal writing: life philosophy explication connecting to transcendentalism

· The Scarlet Letter literary analysis papers (written in pairs)

Visual Texts

· Excerpts from The Scarlet Letter
· The Crucible

· Salem Witch Trial Website Images (National Geographic)

Students continue developing their skills in analysis and application of literary devices through consideration of new works of literature as well as revisiting previously-considered texts through formal as well as informal writings. Since this unit overlaps with work on the research paper unit, these writings are completed individually or in group application, and may focus on an aspect of the writing process or analysis of a specific literary device rather than developing a complete essay response, thus keeping these skills honed without overload. For example, students are encouraged to voice their reactions to literature by recording their reactions to specific quotations and passages from various works as part of daily warm-up activities or informal discussion of their responses in small-group settings.

Unit 6: Argumentative

Readings (various selections from the list of following titles)
· “The Threat of National ID” by William Sapphire
· “Why Fear national ID cards?” by Alan M. Dershowitz
· “Memo to John Grisham: What’s next – “A Movie Made Me Do It”?” by Oliver Stone
· “Violent Films Cry “Fire” in Crowded Theaters” by Michael Zimecki
· Excerpts from Civil Disobedience by Henry David Thoreau

· “On Nonviolent Resistance” by Mahatmas Gandhi

· “Letter from Birmingham Jail” by Martin Luther King, Jr.

·  “The Declaration of Independence” by Thomas Jefferson

· “Declaration of Sentiments” by Elizabeth Cody Stanton

· “I Have a Dream” by Martin Luther King, Jr.

· “The Rights of Animals” by Brigid Brophy

· “What’s Wrong with Animal Rights?” by Vicki Hearne

· “Traditional Mother and Father” by Tom Adkins

· “Laws Should Support Loving Households, Straight or Not” by Becky Birtha

· “The Crisis” by Thomas Paine

· Various articles, texts, journals, etc., for group debate research paper/presentation

· Independent nonfiction stories/essays readings

· “Caged Bird” by Maya Angelou

· “Caged Bird” by Alicia Keys 

· “Where are you going, where have you been?” by Joyce Carol Oates

· Excerpts from Places I Never Meant to Be edited by Judy Blume

Writings (various selections from the following prompts and writing assignments)
· Analysis of persuasive strategies

· AP Exam Q3 1998 Coca-Cola prompt
· AP Exam Q3 1989 “Why We Can’t Wait” prompt

· AP Exam Q2 2002 Lincoln’s Second Address prompt

· AP Exam Q2 2003 Alfred Green prompt

· AP Exam Q3 2000 King Lear prompt

· AP Exam Q1 2003 Entertainment prompt

· AP Exam Q3 1991 Ecclesiastes prompt

· AP Exam Q1 2000 Eudora Welty prompt

· AP Exam Q1 2010 Technologies and schools prompt

· AP Exam Q1 2008 Eliminate the penny prompt
· Maya Angelou prompt

· AP Central Practice Synthesis question – TV in Politics prompt
· AP Central Practice Synthesis question – Deforestation prompt

· Student created synthesis prompts and essays on a variety of topics

Visual Texts
· “Thanks to Modern Science” from the ACLU
· Informal study/discussion of political cartoons and graphs to help students with the synthesis essays

Language

· Deductive and inductive reasoning, logical fallacies, tone, audience, syntax

Students finish the course by examining what is perceived as the most difficult focus: argumentation and persuasion. Within the confines of small-group consideration, students become experts on one of several assigned readings and peer-teach these essays to the entire class, leading discussions and focusing attention on specific literary devices that influence meanings of the works.

Additionally, students develop sample AP-style multiple choice questions and writing prompts based on their assigned work. For the multiple choice questions they create, students must model their approach to identifying correct choices by generating explanations of how they arrive at the correct answer over the other possible choices. Students model the standard AP prompt appearance and level of difficulty as they craft their prompts; additionally, the students must provide detailed written explanations of what constitutes high, middle, and low essay responses. In a random selection process, students complete one of the student-generated prompts in a timed-writing setting; each group then evaluates the responses for their prompts and provides meaningful feedback to the writer on how to improve their responses. This approach makes the students take ownership of the AP writing process and allows them to learn skills by peer teaching.
Students also continue to work on test-taking skills through timed writing responses, as they have over the duration of the course. In the interest of time, and to help prevent burnout on test preparation, some writing assignments may be completed in teams, small groups, or as modeled large group writings; in some cases, students may be asked to outline their approach to responding to a prompt, and then craft a body paragraph focusing on a specific skill needing attention.

Unit 7: American Drama/College Application Process
Readings (one or more of the following selections)
· The Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams (video text)

· Our Town by Thornton Wilder

· Death of A Salesman by Arthur Miller (video text or play format)
· “Writing the College Application Essay”
Writings

· College application essay

While emphasis is given throughout the course to preparing students for the AP Language and Composition Exam in early May, the remaining three weeks of the term are devoted to preparing students for their senior year, with particular emphasis given to crafting college application essay responses. Sample essays are shared with students to illustrate writing essays about a person, idea, or activity of importance to them. Real-world application is made by having the students research schools of interest and having them select specific essay topics to write for those schools. Students draft and polish essays they may use for the early application process, which they are free to edit in the fall of their senior year as needed.

Additionally, as time allows at the end of the course, students have the opportunity in these weeks to examine one or more classic plays from American literature. Focus is still given to use of literary devices to convey meaning and effect on the audience in our consideration of these works.
Final Exam(s)

· AP Language and Composition Exam (optional)

· Multiple choice AP style, multiple choice analysis, one analysis essay, one synthesis essay (required)
Student Evaluation (approximately)
· Essays, research paper – 40%

· Reading quizzes, tests – 30%

· Class work, homework – 20%

· Participation, vocabulary – 10%
· A: Clearly outstanding writing which offers creative, original ideas and insights that are extensively elaborated and refreshing; suggests inspiration beyond competency; reveals ability to read with perception and express ideas skillfully with sophistication and stylistic maturity.
· B: Proficient writing which develops ideas with sufficient support but with less maturity, mastery, and control than A papers.
· C: Acceptable writing that adequately conveys ideas but is immature in diction, style, and content; not impressive; more superficial than B papers.
· D: Unacceptable writing for college-bound students; ideas are undeveloped, irrelevant, redundant, or inconsistent; little or no control of the language.
· F or below: Unacceptable writing for high school students; purpose is unclear; ideas appear random; serious errors abound in sentence structure and mechanics. 
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