
AP English Language and Composition 

 
Brief Description of Course 
The purpose of this course is to enable students to write effectively and confidently in their 
college courses across the curriculum and in their professional and personal lives. (The College 
Board, AP English Course Description) Our materials come from the College Board for English 
Language and Composition and prepare students for Senior Advanced Placement English and the 
AP test in English Literature and Composition.  
 
This course assumes that students already understand and use Standard English grammar; it also 
reflects the practice of reinforcing writing conventions at every level. The intense concentration 
on language use in the course enhances students’ ability to use grammatical conventions 
appropriately and to develop stylistic maturity in their prose (The College Board, AP English 
Course Description). 

Study will be split between a chronological examination of American Literature and prose and 
thematic units exploring ideas of education, nature, and popular culture. Throughout our study of 
prose and non-fiction, expect to read novel and novel length plays. The reading assignments, 
writing assignments, class activities, and unit exams are designed to prepare students for success 
on the AP exam in May.  

Course Materials 
The Main Text:  
Shea, Renee, Lawrence Scanlon and Robin Dissin Aufses. The Language of Composition. 
Boston: Bedford St. Martin's, 2008. 

Additional Text:  

Anderson, Robert, et al. Elements of Literature Fifth Course Literature of the United States. 
Chicago: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1993. 

Some additional works used for readings, research, etc.:  

Berkenstein, Cathy, Graff, Gerald. They Say/I Say The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing. 
New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2006.  

DiYanni, Robert J. 100 Great Essays. New York: Pearson Longman, 2010. 

Cohen, Samuel S. 50 Essays: a Portable Anthology. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2007.  

Various websites are also used for rhetorical analysis.  

Major Themes: 
Throughout our studies, we will focus on these chronological subjects:  



Puritanism—Society vs. 
Individual 

Age of Reason—
Governance and revolt 

Transcendentalism—
Nature and Society 

Realism 

Modernism—Man and 
technology 

Popular Culture

 

Quarter One 
Course orientation, Introduction to rhetoric including close reading skills, and synthesizing 
sources 

(Overarching fiction: The Grapes of Wrath) 

The first week of the class involves orientating the students on the structure of the class, the class 
website, and expectations of an AP course offering. We immediately begin to delve into The 
Language of Composition chapter 1, “An Introduction to Rhetoric.” Students will practice 
analyzing a text for rhetorical purposes using a speech from Lou Gehrig and a letter from Albert 
Einstein. From there students move on to analyzing texts through close reading and finally 
synthesizing sources. By the end of the quarter, they will have crafted three major essays, an 
analysis of JFK’s inaugural address, an argumentative essay in response to community service, 
and a synthesis essay regarding education.  

 

 

Major Paper #1: 

Read and annotate JFK's inaugural speech. Answer questions on pages 55-56.  
In an essay, students respond to the prompt on page 57: “write an essay analyzing the rhetorical 
strategies John F. Kennedy uses in his inaugural address to achieve his purpose.” At this point in 
time, students are still grappling with key ideas of rhetoric: the rhetorical triangle, tropes and 
schemes, and author’s purpose. Students are encouraged to determine JFK’s purpose, identify 
specific strategies he uses, find examples, and analyze their effect on JFK’s purpose. Students 
craft one draft and submit it to the teacher. The teacher will make comments on their success in 
identifying and analyzing how rhetorically effect JFK’s strategies were. Students will then revise 
and turn in their second revision. From there, the teacher will again comment on student progress 
and schedule student/teacher conferences. After this step, students will complete their final draft 
and submit for assessment.  

Focus on rhetoric and close reading strategies continue with chapter 2 of The Language of 
Composition. Students will read and learn how to annotate and create dialectical journals and 
graphic organizers to interact with the text. Sample writing exercises include analyzing the 
rhetorical effectiveness of an excerpt from Joan Didion’s essay, “Los Angeles Notebook.” They 
will then begin to analyze visual texts, looking at a sampling of advertisements and analyzing 
their rhetorical strategies using the SOAPSTone graphic organizer.  

We move on to consider synthesizing sources in chapter three of The Language of Composition. 
Students will learn about types of support and how authors use sources as a rhetorical strategy. 
They will read a number of sources and be asked to find a journalist, read four columns, and 
write a paper analyzing that author’s use of sources as a rhetorical strategy. From there students 



will write a minor essay examining community service.  Students will read articles from page 74-
82. They will then respond to the prompt on page 74, "Using the previous documents on 
community service requirements in high schools, write an essay explaining whether you believe 
that high schools in general--or your specific school or district--should make community service 
mandatory. Incorporate references to or quotations from a minimum of three of these sources in 
your essay. Use your own experiences and community service projects you have been a part of 
as evidence."  After learning and practicing the synthesis essay, students will them move on to 
their first major thematic unit on education.  

Major Paper #2: 

After reading chapter 4 of The Language of Composition “Education" which include multiple 
nonfiction readings (including Francine Prose's "I Know Why the Caged Bird Does Not Read") 
and fiction samples (including Billy Collins' poem "The History Teacher") and visual texts 
(including Norman Rockwell's painting, "Spirit of Education") students will craft a synthesis 
essay from the  4 prompts on page 163. Students are required to incorporate at least 3 sources 
using the MLA citation format for in-text citations and a Works Cited page.  

Throughout the first quarter, students have been reading our primary fiction text, The Grapes of 
Wrath and analyzing Steinbeck’s purpose and the strategies he uses to convince his audience. 
Students will complete their first timed write. The chosen topic is modified to present an 
argumentative essay from a previous AP essay: 

 “The British writer Fay Weldon offers this observation about happy endings:  
‘The writers, I believe, who get the best and most lasting response from their readers are the 
writers who offer a happy ending through moral development. By a happy ending, I do not mean 
mere fortunate events—a marriage or a last minute rescue from death—but some kind of 
spiritual reassessment or moral reconciliation, even with the self, even with death.’ 
Take some time to think about the implications of the quotation. Then write a carefully reasoned 
essay that explores the validity of the assertion, using The Grapes of Wrath to develop your 
position. “ 

Audit Requirements 

1. The course teaches and requires students to write in several forms (e.g., narrative, expository, 
analytical, and argumentative essays) about a variety of subjects (e.g. public policies, popular 
culture, personal experience) 

 3. The course requires students to write in informal contexts (e.g. imitation exercises, journal 
keeping, collaborative writing, and in-class responses) designed to help them become 
increasingly aware of themselves as writers and of the techniques employed by the writers they 
read.  

6. The course teaches students how to analyze how graphics and visual images both relate to 
written texts and serve as alternative forms of texts themselves. 
 
7. The course requires nonfiction readings that are selected to give students opportunities to 
identify and explain an author's use of rhetorical strategies and techniques. If fiction and poetry 
are also assigned, their main purpose should be to help students understand how various effects 



are achieved by writers' linguistic and rhetorical choices.  
 
8. The course teaches students how to cite sources using a recognized editorial style (e.g., 
Modern Language Association, The Chicago Manual of Style, etc.).  

Quarter Two 
Begin chronological examination of American writings. Continuing to analyze author’s 
purpose, continued focus on rhetorical strategies, and growing understanding of argument. 

(Overarching fiction: The Crucible; The Scarlet Letter) 

The course begins to chart a chronological course through American literature and prose. We 
start with puritan writings by William Bradford to explore author’s bias and its effect on purpose 
and context. We will then move on to analyze the rhetorical strategies Jonathan Edwards uses to 
achieve his purpose. Students will then try their hand at creating a rhetorically effective poster by 
illustrating a particularly effective image from Edward’s sermon. The class will then analyze 
Edward Taylor’s poem, “Upon a Spider Catching a Fly.” This will lead to students writing at 
least three journal entries of nature memories. They will compare insights to the insights made 
by Edward Taylor in his poem.  

Major Paper #3:  

Students produce a rhetorical analysis paper, writing an essay on Edwards’ “Sinners in the Hands 
of an Angry God” with this topic: “by focusing on rhetorical purpose, analyze the ways that 
Jonathan Edwards attempts to achieve his purpose. In your essay, consider how Edwards uses 
language to achieve his purpose.” In preparing for the final draft of this essay, students will peer-
edit their work, identifying where they identify strategies and explain how Edwards uses those 
strategies to achieve his purpose.  Following their peer edits, they will submit a draft and will 
conference with the teacher for more constructive feedback. Students will identify portions of 
their text that are effective and those parts that need attention, not only in their analysis of the 
sermon, but in their own rhetorical form. Students learn how to increase the clarity of their own 
purpose. Students by this time have begun to look at their transitions between ideas.  

Following this paper, students will watch the first chapter of the PBS documentary, We Shall 
Remain to identify bias not only in historical events, but bias of documentaries. We will explore 
the purpose of the documentary and the strategies they used to achieve their purpose.  

By now, students are reading excerpts from They Say/I Say to explore argumentation in more 
detail. Students start to tackle argumentation through a series of formulas to grow comfortable 
with interacting with texts with a position. From the puritans, we move on to the Age of Reason 
and a series of essays written at the onset of the American war of independence including Patrick 
Henry’s “Speech to the Virginia Convention,” and Thomas Paine’s “The Crisis, No. 1.” We will 
also tackle “The Declaration of Independence” looking for the strategies the founding fathers 
used to achieve their purpose. Along with this, we will read from Thomas Jefferson’s 
autobiography to learn what portions of the Declaration were modified or changed and the 
process of revision in an argumentative text.  

Major Paper #4 

Throughout this unit, students read The Crucible by Arthur Miller and completed a mini research 
assignment on McCarthyism. Students will practice on various arguments with the Toulmin 



argument model. With a growing understanding of rhetoric, appeals, and argument students will 
apply their new skills in argument to analyze a key argument from one of the characters, either 
John Proctor, Abigail Williams, Elizabeth Proctor, Reverend Hale, Reverend Parris, or Giles 
Corey. They will consider elements of appeals, details, and the Toulmin argument model in an 
evaluation of argument. Students must evaluate two related arguments from the play and analyze 
their effectiveness of the arguments. Again, students will conference and come prepared with 
strengths and weaknesses in their papers before completing a final draft.  

Next we take a break from the chronological sequence to read a small themed unit on satire to 
look at humor as an effective strategy. Students will read articles from “The Onion” and essays 
including “Dumpster Diving.”  

Major Paper #5 

Near the end of the quarter, students will go back and analyze both Paine and Henry’s writings 
and how they juxtapose the American experience with freedom and slavery or the colonies with 
England. Students are asked to use their growing skills to look at context, purpose, appeals, and 
structure as they analyze the authors’ intent. Students may use the Toulmin argument model to 
show the relative effectiveness of the authors’ purpose and analyze the different purposes of each 
author. By now students are expected to analyze tropes and schemes the authors use and not just 
appeals to clearly posit their arguments.  

 

First Semester Exam: 

Students will take a test based off of the format of the AP test drawing from past released exam 
questions, including two AP free response questions. The exam will cover two class days.  

Final midyear writing conferences will take place between 1st semester and 2nd semester focusing 
on students own use of rhetoric in their writings.  

Audit Requirements 
 
3. The course requires students to write in informal contexts (e.g. imitation exercises, journal 
keeping, collaborative writing, and in-class responses) designed to help them become 
increasingly aware of themselves as writers and of the techniques employed by the writers they 
read.  

Quarter Three—National Day of History, Nature and 
Transcendentalism 
Research skills, grammar as rhetoric 

Major Paper #6 

At the beginning of the third quarter, students will begin the Junior Research Project. Using their 
knowledge of the synthesis essay, students will use the National Day of History to choose and 
research a specific topic relevant to American history. Over the course of three weeks, students 
will research using primary and secondary sources their specific topic. They are instructed in 
finding relevant and responsible sources using the Library of Congress and other specific 
research focused websites. They will respond to this prompt: “Read the National History Day 
theme and choose a specific topic to research in the context of American history. For 2012, the 



theme is "Revolution, Reaction, Reform in History." Research primary and secondary sources to 
present a specific argument on the topic you have chosen in a well developed essay of 5-7 pages 
using in-text citations and a works cited page according to the MLA format.”  Students must use 
at least 5 sources in their research and present an argument of their own that includes the analysis 
and synthesis of ideas from an array of courses.  

Following the Junior Research Project, students will continue to follow chronologically 
American literature, skipping ahead to Transcendentalism and writings from Thoreau and 
Emerson as presented in the textbook, Elements of Literature Fifth Course Literature of the 
United States as well as selected essays from The Language of Composition’s chapter on 
“Nature.”  After reading Emerson’s and Thoreau’s essays students will write their next major 
analytical essay.  

 

Major Paper #7 

After reading, annotating, and discussing the excerpt from Thoreau's "Walden, or Life in the 
Woods" in the textbook Elements of Literature: Literature of the United States Fifth Course, 
write an essay considering how Thoreau uses comparisons and distinctions to characterize life in 
society vs. life as self-reliant. Students may reference other writers, especially Emerson during 
this analytical essay.  

After readings from Emerson and Thoreau, students will read “Silent Spring” and write an 
expository essay responding to this prompt:  “After reading and discussing the first two chapters 
of "Silent Spring," consider Carson's statement: "If the Bill of Rights contains no guarantee that a 
citizen shall be secure against lethal poisons distributed either by private individuals or by public 
officials, it is surely only because our forefathers, despite their considerable wisdom and 
foresight, could conceive of no such problem." Write an essay explaining how the framers of the 
Constitution might protect the environment if they were writing the Constitution today.”  

Throughout their work with the Transcendentalists and nature, they will be completing work 
with grammar and writing skills through the questions in The Language of Composition, for 
example:  

Read the selection from Rachel Carson's "Silent Spring" and then respond to the 
following questions on page 805:  
(a) 3. Why does Carson call the problem a "train of disaster" (Para. 23)? What is the 
effect of this metaphor?  
(d)6. Why doesn't Carson mention her "contention" until she is nearly finished with the 
piece? Is her argument inductive or deductive? How do you know? Also, why does she 
tell the reader what her "contentions" aren't before stating what they are? What response 
from her readers might she anticipate from at this point in their reading?  
(e) 2. How do Carson's tone, style, and purpose change in paragraphs 9 and 10? Why do 
they change? How does Carson's voice change from "A Fable for Tomorrow" to "The 
Obligation to Endure"? How does the difference serve the writer's rhetorical purpose?  
 
b) Close read the examples and explanations of cumulative, periodic, and inverted 
sentences on page 895 in the grammar section. Complete exercise 5 on page 899, 
"Following are five examples or unusual sentence patterns. Choose two or three, then 



write your own sentences, using each example as a model."  
c) Read "The Clan of One-Breasted Women," by Terry Tempest Williams on page 816. 
Answer the questions following on page 822, specifically question 7, "Why does 
Williams put a section break between paragraphs 29 and 30? Why is there no smooth 
transition from the Supreme Court to Mormon culture?"  

Audit Requirements 

4. The course requires expository, analytical, and argumentative writing assignments that are 
based on readings representing a wide variety of prose styles and genres. 

9. The AP teacher provides instruction and feedback on students' writing assignments, both 
before and after the students revise their work, that help the students develop these skills:  
a) a wide ranging vocabulary used appropriately and effectively.  
b) a variety of sentence structures, including appropriate use of subordination and coordination  
c) logical organization, enhanced by specific techniques to increase coherence, such as 
repetition, transitions, and emphasis.  
d) a balance of generalization and specific illustrative detail.  
e) an effective use of rhetoric, including controlling tone, establishing and maintaining voice, and 
achieving appropriate emphasis through diction and sentence structure.  
 
7. The course teaches research skills, and in particular, the ability to evaluate, use, and cite 
primary and secondary sources. The course assigns projects such as the researched argument 
paper, which goes beyond the parameters of a traditional research paper by asking students to 
present an argument of their own that includes the analysis and synthesis of ideas from an array 
of sources.  

8. The course teaches students how to cite sources using a recognized editorial style (e.g., 
Modern Language Association, The Chicago Manual of Style, etc.). 

Quarter Four  

Preparation for AP exam, research and synthesis  

(Overarching fiction: The Great Gatsby) 

The final quarter revolves around preparation for the exam. Students will prepare through a 
series of practice exams culled from released AP exams.  

By this time, students will have read passages from Moby Dick and poetry by Walt Whitman and 
Emily Dickinson. Prose selections include readings from Mark Twain.  

We’ll transition to a mini-unit on popular culture through The Language of Composition that will 
end with a synthesis essay incorporating outside research.  

Major Paper #9 

Their writing will culminate with a synthesis essay that incorporates class readings and outside 
research that asks students to: “Write an essay explaining whether you view television as 
beneficial or detrimental to society. Include three sources from our readings and two sources 
researched by you. Use correct in-text citations and a works cited page according to MLA format 
guidelines.” 



After the AP test in May, students will read F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and analyze 
the different character’s motivations and arguments and watch the film version of the novel to 
analyze interpretation of purpose and theme.  

Audit Requirements 

7. The course teaches research skills, and in particular, the ability to evaluate, use, and cite 
primary and secondary sources. The course assigns projects such as the researched argument 
paper, which goes beyond the parameters of a traditional research paper by asking students to 
present an argument of their own that includes the analysis and synthesis of ideas from an array 
of sources.  
 
8. The course teaches students how to cite sources using a recognized editorial style (e.g., 
Modern Language Association, The Chicago Manual of Style, etc.). 

 

 


