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AP English Literature and Composition

Syllabus

Course Overview and Objectives

This Advanced Placement Literature class is open to all who are willing to commit to the challenging course of study. Two documents inform all instruction and curricular decisions: the AP Course Description and Understanding University Success, a document “designed to answer one question: What must students know and be able to do to succeed in entry-level university courses?” The AP Course Description offers specific guidance in choosing texts, preparing for the test, and meeting the high expectations outlined by the College Board. Understanding University Success, created by the Association of American Universities to guide not high schools but universities, offers detailed standards in the areas of reading and writing which ensures the course is consistent with the expectations of the top universities in the country. In general, however, this class provides sustained, explicit instruction in the areas of:

· Literary terms and devices

· Analytical reading strategies 

· Rhetorical devices and strategies

· Style analysis

· Writing in various forms for various purposes

· Conventions and traits of effective expository prose

Students in this class find robust support––in class, outside class, and online––if they struggle with some aspect of the text or a paper they are writing or revising. A central premise in the class is that they can always do better if given useful feedback and the opportunity to use that feedback to improve their performance. Such support is also essential given the open enrollment policy which ensures there are students in the class who are willing to work hard but have much to learn if they are to succeed.

Guiding Principles: Reading

Students read widely and deeply across different genres, complementing the study of literature with literary criticism and quality nonfiction from magazines such as The New Yorker or books like King Leopold’s Ghost, which examines the historical background of the men in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Students read daily both in and outside of class, and always with some critical purpose which they achieve by taking notes, annotating texts, or writing. When possible, students receive a copy of the text to mark up. Each week, for example, during the first semester students get a poem on Monday which they read and annotate for a different purpose each day, culminating in an in-class essay on that poem on Friday. Second semester, I complicate the assignment by giving them a pair of poems which are thematically related and which they must connect not only to each other but the core literary work (novel or play) we are studying at that time. Through repeated, critical reading and such strategies as annotating, students develop rigorous analytical reading skills. In addition to the core readings––poems, critical readings, novels, and plays––each student reads three novels on their own outside of class each semester. Upon completing these works, students write an in-class essay using past AP free response prompts to practice for the AP exam and assess their understanding of the book. Second semester these outside readings must examine a common topic from three different perspectives with an emphasis on global perspectives on the subject (e.g., reading three authors from different countries and comparing what they say about family through the lens of culture). 

Guiding Principles: Writing 

Writing is central to the class, though not limited to preparing to write the AP essays. Students write daily both in class and at home and do so for the three primary reasons outlined by the College Board: to evaluate, to explain, and to understand. In-class writing, often done several times during a period to analyze and synthesize literary texts and our discussion of those texts, is done in their Reader’s Notebooks. We typically begin with work on the Weekly Poem, which culminates in a short piece of analytical writing, culminating in a short essay on Friday that incorporates the week’s analysis of the poem(s). In addition to these ongoing readings, students read assigned sections from Perrine’s Literature about, for example, the use of figurative language, which they then use as the basis for short essays on a poem from that chapter they choose. On other occasions, at period’s end, after a discussion about, for example, the use of imagery throughout Heart of Darkness, students will synthesize our discussion by writing a paragraph in which they analyze the use of imagery, drawing examples from the text to support their claims. We then use these short writings as the basis for writing instruction the next day. Students also write timed in-class essays every six weeks about their independent reading selections, all of which are drawn from free response prompts on past AP exams. These in-class essays are typically written on Wednesdays when we have 45-minutes periods and can thus emulate the 40-minute time they will have on the actual AP test. On these in-class essay exams, students choose from several old free-response topics, selecting the one that best matches the book they read. The essays, which are scored using the AP rubric, then serve as the basis for writing instruction. In most cases students are able to revise these essays, using what we have learned in the wake of the essay, to improve them. Finally, and most importantly, we write major essays throughout the semester, spending about four weeks on each one as a cycle for writing instruction, idea development, feedback, and revision; the process continues when they get their papers back, for all students must then make all suggested changes unless they earned an A. This process has the benefit of holding them accountable and continually raising the standards over time. Needless to say, students use their Reader’s Notebooks to reflect personal connections to what we read, and to prepare themselves to write, using the Notebook to gather ideas and take notes as directed.
Guiding Principles: Instruction

Aside from the obvious principles of challenging students to read, write, discuss, and think at the highest levels, this course strives to follow these ten principles of effective instruction:

1. Work independently and with others to solve a range of intellectual problems.

2. Process material on multiple levels and in various.

3. Use tools and strategies to help them solve a range of academic problems.

4. Learn skills and knowledge through a range of instructional modes.

5. Communicate their understanding by multiple means, including other media.

6. Monitor and evaluate their own performance and progress towards goals.

7. Connect what they learn today to their other studies, the world, and themselves.

8. Develop and use skills and knowledge in the context of meaningful conversations.

9. Know what a successful performance looks like on all tasks and assessments.

10. Read, write, and discuss a variety of types of texts, including multimedia and visual.

Course Resources

In addition to the novels and plays listed below, students read regularly and closely from these texts or, in the case of Kelley, excerpts:

· Perrine’s Literature: Structure, Sound, and Sense (Ninth Edition), eds. Thomas R. Arp and Greg Johnson
· Style: The Basics of Clarity and Grace (Second Edition), Joseph M. Williams
· They Say/I Say: The Moves that Matter in Academic Writing, Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein
· Writing Essays about Literature: A Guide and Style Sheet (Seventh Edition), Kelley Griffith
Grading Standards

Students’ grades in this class are based on their essays (both in and outside of class) and their Reader’s Notebook, which typically fills at least one composition notebook a semester with demanding “analytical writing” as we call it, as well as notes and exercises on such things as style analysis and the weekly poems we study in depth. All grades throughout the semester, since there are not too many (usually about twelve grades), are given the same weight. A typical class of thirty-five students will have roughly seven A’s at the end of the semester. Grading standards on all essays are the AP scoring rubric itself as these are the standards which they must internalize. Most all essays can be revised––are, in fact, required to be––except for a few in-class essays which lack time and opportunity for such revision due to end of grading terms.

Final Thoughts

I am very aware of the fact that of the thirty-five students in each class few will go on to study literature or composition in college. I also know that they will all need to be able to read and write at the advanced levels their own fields of study will demand of them. Thus I look for ways throughout class each day to make (or ask them to make) connections to the other classes they take and the demands their college courses will make on them. My emphasis on writing prepares them for the AP exam but, in the long run, ensures their success in whatever field they study. 

Literature is an invitation to examine ourselves and our place within the larger world of human experience. To this end, I try to organize the class around a series of conversations which we then use the literary works to explore. These conversations––for example “Who Have I Been, Who Am I, Who Will I Become?”––allow students to make personal and cultural connections and explore inquiries only seniors are prepared to make, and need to make given the transition they are going through at that time. As I tell them routinely, this class is not preparation for college​​––it is college.

YEAR-LONG UNITS

Topic/Unit: Independent Reading (Ongoing)

In addition to the required reading, students read three novels or plays outside class each semester, writing a timed essay based on old free response prompts. These practice tests hold them accountable for their reading while preparing them for the AP exam; in addition, they provide a useful context for ongoing writing instruction as we revise or use these as the basis for further instruction in writing. First semester, students choose from a pre-approved list of about thirty titles, all AP-level books, representing a range of styles, eras, and cultures. Second semester, students must choose three books that have in common a certain theme or subject and which examine this subject from different perspectives and cultures. In addition to writing in-class essays as before about these, they culminate in their final exam second semester where students present their ideas about this subject, drawing on these three books, then synthesize these ideas in a short paper due on the day of the final (which is when they give their talks).

Topic/Unit: Poetry (Ongoing)

Students read poetry most days throughout the year. This subject is studied in the following ways. 

The Weekly Poem starts the first week and continues throughout the year with different variations, each of which is intended to instruct the student in analytical reading of poetry. They receive an AP-level poem taken from Perrine’s Literature which is also short enough to allow for repeated quick re-reading each day for a different purpose. Students read, analyze, and annotate the poem each day with a different purpose or focus (e.g., tone, imagery, etc.), following up in the appropriate section of Perrine’s. The poems are also chosen for some thematic connection to the larger literary work we are studying at that time so we can connect the different texts. During these daily close readings that begin the period, I direct their attention to certain features in order to teach them to read at this level. On Friday they use their annotations to guide them as they write an in-class short analysis essay about the poem, incorporating the features they studied that week. We study subsequent exemplars as one means of feedback on their performance on such writing. Second semester, in anticipation of the possibility of two poems on the AP exam which students might have to compare, I add a second poem which must be thematically paired with the other while also connecting to the primary novel or play we are studying at that time. We study one poem the first two days; the second poem the next two days; and finally, we end the week by writing a short in-class essay in which they write about both in response to an AP-like essay prompt I craft (or adapt from an old one).

We study poetic terms and devices throughout the year, then review them by re-reading the chapters on Perrine’s Literature and related poems from each chapter as they go, writing further analyses about specific aspects of the poem they just studied. Thus they might read the chapter on figurative language, taking notes as they do so, then write a short analytical piece about a poem from that chapter in which they apply the key ideas about figurative language to their analysis. 

Finally, we use other poems frequently not to study but to think about aspects of the literature. So, for example, while reading Chopin’s The Awakening, we would read poems such as Marge Piercy’s “Unlearning How Not to Speak,” or Anne Sexton’s “Cinderalla,” or Mary Oliver’s “When Death Comes” as levers to access specific aspects of the poem, in these examples as well as the feminist perspective through multiple texts and perspectives. These poems will be the basis of more informal but no less academic reflections on the bigger questions raised within the text; often the poems will allow for more effective connections to contemporary society or other cultural perspectives.
Topic/Unit: The Academic Essentials: Reading, Writing, Speaking, Thinking, Working at the College Level (Ongoing)

Woven into the course throughout the year are the “academic essentials” or what others refer to as academic literacies. Students come into the course with a wide range of prior experiences, not all of which prepare them to read critically or analytically, write analytical prose, engage in academic discourse about literary and expository texts, take notes and annotate, or take such advanced tests. Thus students learn in the context as needed how to do these things so that all might succeed in the class, on the test, and in college. The academic essentials are:

· Critical Reading

· Academic Writing

· Academic Discourse

· Analytical Thinking

· Taking Notes

· Taking Tests

FALL SEMESTER

Topic/Unit: Summer Reading (1 week)

Students enter having completed the summer reading requirement (e.g., read from a list of possible books paired by a common theme). The objective of this first week is to assess where they are as readers and writers. This is especially important given the open enrollment policy of the program since this means I can have students from as many as five different teachers, only two of whom are teaching advanced classes. This brief unit provides an opportunity to assess and give them some initial feedback on their performance as writers while also allowing me to establish my expectations and clarify the standards. An additional purpose of this unit, which carries over into the next unit (What Is Literature––and How Do You Write About It?), is to introduce key aspects of effective college writing by introducing and modeling certain intellectual habits and creating a common point of reference for future discussions of texts and writing about those texts. As part of this orientation to college writing, students watch, take notes on, and discuss an excellent video produced by Nancy Sommers at Harvard called Shaped by Writing: The Freshman Experience which provides an especially useful frame for discussing writing at the college level. 

Topic/Unit: What Is Literature––and How Do You Write About It? (3 weeks)

This unit asks students to answer the essential question: What is literature? This helps to frame the discussion of all works for the year and establish criteria for what is appropriate to read outside of class for independent reading this semester. Continuing from the previous unit on the summer reading, students focus on how to read and write about texts at the college level. Core texts for this unit include stories and chapters from:

· Perrine’s Literature: Short stories which they read, analyze, and synthesize into a paper that asks them to compare and contrast how different stories treat various subjects. Also, students read from the section on how to write about literature, supplementing this reading with excerpts from Griffith’s Writing Essays about Literature.

· Style: Students read the opening chapter of Williams’ Style as a way of introducing more effective academic prose at the sentence level.

· They Say/I Say: Students read sections from this book appropriate to comparing and summarizing as part of our introduction into academic writing.

Topic/Unit: What Is a Tragedy: Comparing Past and Present, Private and Public  (4 weeks)

This unit examines the subject of tragedy from different perspectives and through different genres. Students take notes as they read the texts listed below, then use these notes as the basis for a 3-5 page paper on tragedy which draws on and incorporates elements from these different literary and critical readings. This paper goes through several drafts and revisions in response to feedback from peers and myself. The readings include:

· Oedipus Rex, by Sophocles
· Antigone, by Sophocles
· A Doll House, Henrik Ibsen
· A collection of essays (e.g., Miller’s “Tragedy and the Common Man”) that examine tragedy from different perspectives as well as articles from papers such as The Wall Street Journal that argue companies such as Enron are modern tragedies.

· Variety of classical and modern art works (paintings) used to complement the discussion and enhance their textual skills to look for similar aspects of tragedy in visual forms.

Topic/Unit: Who Have I Been? Who Am I Now? Who Will I Become? Examining Identity (4 weeks)

Beginning with the first line––“Who’s there?”––Hamlet marks the transition into larger questions of personal identity and initial existential themes which we explore in much more depth in subsequent units. Throughout the unit, students learn about different elements of dramatic and literary conventions related to Hamlet. The unit culminates in a major paper in which they choose from one of several themes to examine related to identity; the paper receives detailed feedback which they use to revise it. Texts include:
· Hamlet, by William Shakespeare
· A collection of critical essays about Shakespeare’s language, specific aspects of Hamlet in particular, and different critical theory analyses (e.g., feminist, psychoanalytical) which they learn to read and examine for rhetorical techniques.

· Various film versions (only short, specific scenes) both contemporary and classic which they use to examine characterization.

· Portfolio of paintings of Ophelia’s drowning done by a range of artists and styles; students must analyze their assigned painting for style and its connections to the specific passage from the text then present their analysis to the class.

· Sonnet Fest: By way of getting ready to read Hamlet, we begin by reading a collection of sonnets and writing a short essay in which they compare his different treatments of the subject of love. We also use this brief unit to reinforce and extend previous lessons on writing about literature and using such strategies as comparison and contrast.

Topic/Unit: Why Am I Here?: Examining the Role of Place and Purpose on People (3 weeks)

This unit follows Hamlet and lays the foundation for subsequent existential readings. Students examine Marlowe’s journey within himself and down the river, focusing on how the setting (of England, Africa, the city, the jungle) affects his values, actions, perceptions. They also spend considerable time learning how to read this dense literary text closely. During the unit, students read, view, or watch:

· Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad
· King Leopold’s Ghost, Adam Hochschild (excerpts)
· Collection of critical essays by Wilson Harris, Chinua Achebe, and others
· Apocalypse Now (film) (excerpts)
· Collection of paintings from various artists related to British Empire, London, and human nature
SPRING SEMESTER

Topic/Unit: Why Can’t We Be Good?: Examining Human Nature (6 weeks)

Continuing with existentialist themes (among others), students read Crime and Punishment closely, focusing as they do on a chosen subject that will be the basis of a five-page essay at the end. The subjects include: law, economics, philosophy, choices, psychology, faith, and relationships. Students investigate these subjects as they read, taking notes, and participating in focused group discussions both in class and online through a class blog on their chosen subject. Their paper goes through multiple revisions and is the basis for serious instruction on writing about a theme which they must analyze, finding textual support for their assertions. Texts for this unit include:

· Crime and Punishment, Fydor Dostoevsky
· Miscellaneous critical readings (e.g,. Milosz on Raskolnikov) 

· Nonfiction readings such as “Azzam the American,” a New Yorker profile about young men who, like Raskolnikov, become True Believers and engage in extremist activities (e.g., terrorism)

· Collection of paintings mostly from Russian artists depicting the setting and the era in which the novel was written.

Topic/Unit: What Do I Mean?: Exploring Existential Themes in Modern Life and Literature (6 weeks)

Previous units culminate in a sustained inquiry into existential themes through a series of novels and plays. Students read each novel or play, examining it in light of the five existential themes we borrow from A Very Short Introduction to Existentialism and related existential writings such as Camus’ essay “The Myth of Sisyphus.” After taking notes on these different themes while reading, students participate in a carefully structured symposium in which they must speak from a chosen character’s perspective about various essential questions the students themselves generate. This symposium then prepares them for their final essay in which they examine all of the works in light of one (or more) of the five existential themes.

· The Stranger, Albert Camus

· The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka

· The Awakening, Kate Chopin

· Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, Tom Stoppard

· Miscellaneous existential readings

· Contemporary and modern art examining related themes such as the individual’s alienation from society (e.g., paintings by Munch) or himself (e.g., Hockney).

· Excerpts (e.g., Stranger Than Fiction) or, in the case of Rosencrantz, entire films that explore these existential themes

Topic/Unit: AP Exam: Preparing for Success (3 weeks)

In the final weeks before the exam, we concentrate on key elements of poetry and prose analysis, using Perrine’s Literature and old AP exams to guide our studies. Students examine past AP tests, focusing on writing different practice essays then using AP released scoring guides and scorers’ comments to refine their understanding of what is expected. In addition, they use these rubrics to evaluate and provide feedback on their own essays, then revise based on those comments, finally submitting the essays for my response. Resources for this unit include:

· Perrine’s Literature (Poetry Section)
· Old AP Literature exams

