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Writing the AP Essay
FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPT: All writings are rhetorical.

Any poem, short story, novel, essay, etc., contains certain ideas or feelings. The writer wishes for the reader to understand his or her thoughts or feelings. In Advanced Placement parlance, the writer conveys certain feelings, attitudes, thoughts, or ideas. Both the multiple choice and essay section measure whether students understand the relationship between an author’s choices and the author’s intent. First, the student must understand what it is that the writer wants him or her to understand, think, or feel. Next, the student must recognize HOW the writer makes choices designed to get the reader to think/feel/understand as the writer does. 

FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPT:   The author’s choices reveal the author’s intent. 

Writers make choices. The Advanced Placement English Language and Composition Test measures a student’s ability to understand WHY a writer has made particular choices, e.g.:

Why use that word? (diction)

Why use that simile? (figurative language)

Why use intentional repetition? (sentence structure)

In class, we have discussed a series of stylistic and rhetorical devices. Test-takers must understand these terms and be able to explain why and/or how a writer uses them for effect.
FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPT: Rhetorical Analysis/Style Analysis Paragraph Structure

Generally speaking, rhetorical or style analyses ask the writer to explain how a writer uses stylistic or rhetorical devices to convey certain thoughts, ideas, or feelings. The following basic structure should be used in the analytical section of student essays:

A. Topic Sentence: Assert that the writer uses “X” (strategy/device) to convey “Y” (meaning). Be certain to clarify the intent—this may take an additional sentence or two.

B. Evidence: Use direct quotes (within reason—do NOT over-quote).

C. Commentary: “This shows that…” Do not use this wording, but your commentary must explain the writer’s intent or purpose for using the rhetorical or language device. For example: The writer uses this word to suggest that…; By this simile, the author intends to show that… Etc. The commentary demonstrates your knowledge or understanding as to WHY THE AUTHOR CHOSE to use this particular language or rhetorical device. 

CRUCIAL: These paragraphs are not necessarily simple. Stylistic and rhetorical devices are generally used in combination. To convey a certain idea or feeling, a writer may use a combination of, say, diction, figurative language, and imagery. It would be improper to discuss these three elements separately (i.e., in different paragraphs). Thus, a single paragraph may need to explain the interplay of these three elements and how they work together to convey a particular idea or feeling.

CRUCIAL: Always address specific choices in your analysis. Do not refer to “diction” or “figurative language” in general. Talk about SPECIFIC CHOICES made for SPECIFIC PURPOSES.

Successful students will….

1. Demonstrate an understanding of the author’s intent.

2. Identify appropriate strategies used to convey that intent.
3. Cite specific evidence to illustrate.
4. Explain how the cited evidence conveys the author’s intent.
Models (from papers scoring 7+ by A.P. graders):

TS – Underlined

CD – Regular Type

CM – Italicized

Lamb opens his letter with one of the most effective means of voicing one’s intention: patronizing flattery. The writer slips in phrases like “very kind invitation,” “the pleasure of your company,” and “with you and your sister I could gang anywhere.” Subtly patronizing, yet not overly so. Lamb’s language is wonderfully clear in its purpose: to arouse a feeling of being liked by Wordsworth. This being done, Lamb can now successfully argue his case without resentment from his friend. In addition to this, however, Lamb also uses another effective form of flattery: he puts down his lateness in responding (“I ought before this to have reply’d…”). Thus, using apology and flattery, Charles Lamb is about to elicit from the reader a generally kind and understanding feeling, one which will make it all the easier to accept his declination without harsh afterthought.
Religious reference is, in fact, the most notable aspect of the passage, and the stance of religious authority on human crimes is emphasized by repetition. The first paragraph, and particularly the short opening two sentences, allude to the religious theme of good versus evil with the words “hell” and “holy” and the mention of “angels flapping on the backyard grass.” Another short sentence beginning the second paragraph brings up the subject of sin. Although the author considered himself good, he was not above the persuasion of evil, the influence of the devil in Christian terms. Later, he expands his perception of sin with a reference to the Biblical expulsion from the Garden of Eden (ll. 33-36) and his self-image of “an angel fleeing bad deeds.” His discontent with the moral ramifications of thievery are established and the theme of religion is consummated in the closing sentence’s fatalist claim, “sin was what you took and didn’t give back.” Though not overly upset, he knew he had sinned.

The religious theme is not the only means through which Soto expresses his troubles of conscience….
IMPORTANT: Note how the amount of commentary far outweighs the evidence. Generally speaking, this should occur on a 2-to-1 ratio. That is, for each evidentiary statement, there should be two sentences of commentary/analysis. Remember: The graders are evaluating your analytical skills. Textual citations have no value without explanation.
*******The “So What?” Strategy: A strategy to improve your analysis is the so-called “so what?” approach. Make a statement of fact—then ask yourself, so what? The answer to the question would be analysis. Return to the above examples. After the concrete details, ask the question: So what? Note how what follows (commentary) answers this question. 

Introduction

Begin with hook, broadly addressing the issue. Tactic: Identify the primary idea or issue expressed by the author. Broaden the scope. Compose a sentence that addresses this broad (or universal) concept. Proceed by narrowing the focus. Transition to the particular point addressed by the author. End with the thesis statement, which must be specific.

Avoid generalities, vague assertions, and equivocation. 

Be creative, specific, and accurate.

Keep your introduction short—perhaps 3-4 sentences. It is important to save time for the body and conclusion. Consider the importance of the introduction: It is your first contact with the grader. “First impressions” set expectations. If you impress, the grader thinks “medium to high”; if you don’t impress, the grader thinks “low to medium.” Expectations are often fulfilled—whether deserved or not. 
TIME  FACTOR: If you are pressed for time,  dispense with a creative introduction. Begin with an appropriate statement of fact followed by your thesis. Such introductions do not impress, but they are on-topic and “functional.”

Conclusion

Do NOT summarize. 

If the paper is a persuasive argument: End with a final appeal. Holistically address your argument, drawing forth a new thought or extended idea not included in the body of your work. 

If the paper is a rhetorical analysis: Holistically address the author’s purpose (remember: the body addressed particular strategies—individually). Expound on the author’s intended effect on the reader. Do not reiterate strategies—talk about the combined effect [this cannot be emphasized enough: talk about the combined effect, talk about the combined effect, talk about the combined effect, talk about the combined effect….].  Reflect on the significance of the author’s feelings/ideas/thoughts. If the prompt asks for an evaluation of the author’s rhetorical effect, then end with such an analysis.
Note-Taking Strategies

Consider: The Advanced Placement English Language test is primarily an evaluation of reading comprehension skills. Those that understand the given passages will likely be successful.
Reading Comprehension Strategies

Below are a series or strategies that can aid in reading comprehension. Consider your performance over the course of the year. These strategies may or may not be necessary. You make the call!

I. Multiple Choice Section

A. Glance over the questions first. Do not read the answer choices—read only the questions. Educational studies consistently show that comprehension is improved when students read for a purpose [that is, they read with certain goals or expectations]. After reading the questions, mark the text appropriately. If there are questions on similes or metaphors, mark (and note) them as you read; if there are questions on syntax, underline standout sentences as you read; etc….

B. As you read, underline clear statements of opinion; that is, lines that give clear, undisputable insight in the author’s feelings and/or opinions. The action of underlining “cements” the idea in your mind, subtly aiding comprehension. Further: You may not understand a full paragraph, but—if you understand the intent of a single sentence—then you may comprehend just enough.

C. Circle “standout” words or phrases as you read; underline “standout” sentences. By standout, one means items that the writer wants the reader to notice. Imagine a spotlight being thrown on the item. Why does the writer want this word/phrase/sentence to standout? Such intentions usually underscore important ideas, etc. [And you can bet that nearly all have a question attached to them.]
D. If in trouble, use the John F. Kennedy reading methodology: According to legend, JFK could read several hundred pages an hour. How? He read only the first and last line of each paragraph. Traditionally, the first line should be a topic sentence, while the last line should summarize or present the main idea of the paragraph. Obviously, you must read the entire passage, but pay attention to these crucial lines. If you need to reread, then consider this strategy. 

E. Remember: The last paragraph is always the most important. The main idea of the passage is nearly always contained in the last paragraph—and often the last few sentences. Be certain to understand the author’s intent in these final moments. The entire passage should build to the final paragraph. If you grasp the author’s intent at the end, then you likely have fully understood the passage; if you don’t, then….well….bad things may happen. 
F. Some students find it helpful to put short summary statements in the margins. Don’t write full sentences, but notations such as “hates nature” or “against the death penalty” can grasp/illustrate the main point. The act of writing helps cement (or internalize) the idea in your mind. 

II. Essay Section

A. All suggestions for the multiple-choice section apply here as well. 

B. Take time to fully understand the prompt. What are you asked to do? What must be addressed? Off-topic responses score a 1, essentially resulting in a failing test. Proceed with care.

C. As you read, mark all words/phrases/sentences that connect to the purpose given in the prompt. Find textual citations as you read—don’t put yourself in a position to search for them later.

D. For a rhetorical or style analysis: As you discern strategies (e.g., diction, syntax, figurative language. Logical appeal, etc.), write the strategy in the margin and underline/circle the evidence. After reading, you then have a list of ideas with corresponding evidence ready to go.

E. Generate a short outline at the bottom of the page. Choose (wisely) the strategies/tools of which to write about. Determine the order/sequence. In traditional writing, you save the best for last; however, due to the time constrains of the AP tests, it is recommended that you place the strongest, most insightful points first on your outline. 

F. When you generate your outline, determine which evidence will be used to support that point. Remember: The purpose of an outline is to organize ideas. It is far easier to write when you already know what you are going to say and how you are going to support it. 

G. CRUCIAL (crucial, crucial, crucial!): You are NOT writing three loosely connected paragraphs. All items of analysis work together in combination to illustrate/present the author’s point. When you write, never (never, never, never!) forget this! Interconnect your paragraphs—show how the combined effect of the items of analysis reveal the author’s intent. 

Persuasive Argument Strategies
Frequently, the Advanced Placement English Language test contains an extended argument for one of the free-response questions. Instead of a single line of opinion, students are presented with a portion of an extended argument. To oppose (or support) the ideas presented, students may wish to consider the following strategies:

1. Terminology. Consider: If we don’t agree on what a word means, then how can we use that word in an argument? For example, what does the word large mean? Or happiness? If my understanding differs from yours, then the use of this word in an argument could set us at odds when perhaps we should agree. In the presented argument, look for words and consider their meaning. How do you understand the word? Does the author differ? If so, how does this affect the arguments? It is often wise to clarify the meaning of terms in argumentation. 

2. Cause-Effect argumentation. In such arguments, the writer claims that X is the result of Y; that is, Y caused X. Is this true???? Might there be some other cause of X that the writer has not considered?

3. Deductive and Inductive Arguments. In logical arguments, the writer draws a logical conclusion from presented facts. To counter such arguments, consider the given facts. Are they true? An errant, questionable, or debatable fact collapses the argument. If you can show one of the “building blocks” to be questionable, then the conclusion drawn from it is faulty. Also, one might ask: Can the same evidence lead to a different conclusion? –Never  forget that the greatest minds in history have drawn starkly different conclusions from the same observable evidence. 
4. Selection of Detail. Never forget that a writer chooses what information to present in his or her argument. Can you think of evidence not presented that could call the writer’s views into question?

5. History: Look to history or contemporary society to augment your views (or to counter the author’s). Effective counterarguments and supporting arguments cite specific evidence to support the given viewpoints. You must use specifics! (Use specifics, use specifics, use specifics.)

6. Use specific examples (it’s worth saying again): No better proof can be used than specific evidence from history or contemporary society to show why a particular viewpoint is right or wrong. 

