  

ANALYZING & ANSWERING AP LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION PROMPTS  

Your task: to determine exactly what the test writers expect from your essay and then to meet their expectations using academic English and advanced-level syntax.  

Your challenge: to perform this task in only 40 minutes per essay.  

Below are some tips that should help you use your limited time efficiently.  

ANALYZING THE PROMPT 

STEP ONE: Underline key words and phrases in the prompt.  Begin with verbs such as identify, analyze, describe, compare and contrast defend, challenge, and qualify*. 

*Usage note: If you would like to qualify an author’s claim, do not write “I qualify with this claim…”  Qualify does not take the preposition “with.”   “I qualify so-and-so’s claim that…” is also less than ideal. 

How can you express that you would like to qualify the author’s claim and still avoid the 1st person pronoun “I”? Write a thesis statement that specifies the extent to which you agree with the author and why.  

STEP TWO: Paraphrase in your own words what you are expected to do.  You can do so mentally and silently.  Here is an example of this kind of internal paraphrase: “What I need to do is look for diction, rhetorical devices, and other literary techniques in this piece that help show how the author feels about Topic X.  I have to be able to describe the tone and explain how certain rhetorical strategies create this tone.”  

STEP THREE: Where applicable, read the text you will be writing about carefully and with the prompt in mind.  You may notice many interesting aspects of the text that will not help you respond effectively to the prompt.  Do not focus your energy on them.  For example, if the prompt asks you to focus on how an author uses rhetorical strategies to convey his/her attitude about Topic X, do not worry about creating a laundry list of every single scheme and trope in the passage used to discuss Topics Y and Z.  Instead, focus on the aspects of form that contribute to the tone used to discuss Topic X. 
  

ANSWERING THE PROMPT 

TIP #1: Take the time to pre-write in whatever way works best for you.  Yes, your middle school teachers probably made you go through painful and rigidly formulaic pre-writing activities, and these activities wasted your time.  But that does not mean that you should abandon pre-writing altogether.  Many students at UHS tend to jump right into an essay, and admittedly, sometimes it works well, but all too often, these students, who have excellent ideas to share, lose track of the prompt and produce off-topic, rambling, repetitive, or unfocused essays with no clear thesis.  I’ve seen ample evidence this year to support the following claim: Students who do take the time to pre-write and who actually consult their notes/outlines/webs, etc., as they write, produce better organized essays that are clearer and more concise.    

The AP readers like clear and concise.  Many 8’s and 9’s are short, but they are all well-organized, well-developed and unified by specific and sophisticated thesis statements.  Repetitive and/or unfocused essays have a difficult time making it into the upper range of scores.  

TIP #2: Do not write an “empty” introduction that sounds nice but does not say anything relevant to answering the prompt.  More specifically, avoid simply repeating or rephrasing the prompt.  In addition, avoid sentences like this one: “Since the beginning of time, orators and authors have expressed their opinions through the use of rhetorical strategies.”  You don’t have time to be vague, nor do you have time to outline the history of rhetoric; begin answering the prompt immediately.  

TIP #3: Consider leaving the introduction until last.  Many talented authors “write to understanding” and discover what they are really trying to say while writing the body of an essay; if you are one of them, you might want to write the body paragraphs first.  

TIP #4: Once you’ve begun writing, be sure to periodically check that you are staying on-prompt.  If you have strayed, do whatever you need to do to re-focus your essay.  AP readers do not frown upon cross-outs, inserted sentences indicated by arrows, or similar evidence of editing.  In addition, they reward students for what they do well in terms of answering the prompt.  Therefore, you are better served by getting back on track quickly than by writing an eloquent off-topic essay.  

TIP #5: If you have to make a choice between a skimpy last body paragraph and a skimpy conclusion, choose the skimpy conclusion.  It is more important to have fully developed your body paragraph.  Many upper-range essays have short conclusions; focus on the heart of your analysis.  

TIP #6: Show off your command of academic English.  While you should avoid wordiness, you should also demonstrate that you can write at the college level.  Demonstrate to your readers that you have at your command an advanced vocabulary, a knowledge of how to use semi-colons, the ability to vary the beginnings of your sentences, and other marks of an advanced-level writer.  Remember that the difference between a 6 and a 7 or an 8 and a 9 is often the sophistication of the prose.  If at all possible, leave yourself a few minutes to proofread your essay for informal diction and errors in conventions and to make any necessary changes. 

MORE ON PROMPTS AND THE EXAM FORMAT: 

General Exam Format 












	  
	% of Grade 
	Number of Questions 
	Minutes Allotted 

	Multiple Choice:  Section I 
	45 
	55 (approx.) 
	60 

	Essays: Section II 
	55 
	3 
	135 (includes 15 “added” minutes for reading the synthesis question materials) 


  

Examination structure












1- section one—multiple choice questions—one hour:

about 55 questions

(short break)
2-section two—three essays--total time—2 hours and 15 minutes
Essay 1 – Synthesis Essay – 15 minutes to read, 45 minutes to write
· One question, multiple resources on the topic.

· PURPOSE: Present an intelligent and thoughtful discussion of subject while acknowledging (i.e. synthesizing and using as support) various viewpoints and your own knowledge of the world
Essay 2 – Argument Essay – 45 minutes to write
· one passage to read and make a claim about 
· GOAL: Present multiple sides of the issue, persuasively explore evidence from the passage; 
· you may include your own knowledge of the world.
Essay 3- Rhetorical Analysis Essay – 45 minutes to write

· One passage to read and analyze

· Read and analyze how author uses rhetorical strategies (i.e. style) to communicate meaning. 
· Focus on how devices create meaning

· Refer to the passage and quote main ideas

· You may incorporate your own ideas

Scoring Rationale:













If you answer 1/2 the multiple choice questions correctly, and write superior essays based on the criteria below, you will get at least a 3. More specifically, the examiners noted that an average student taking the examination will get 50-60% of the multiple choice questions right (based on scores from five years previous.)



What the Essay Prompts Look Like 










The types of questions asked vary from year to year, but you will likely see… 

A. One question that asks you to take a stance on an issue 

      1. very open-ended: you choose the issue 

      2. more directed: defend, challenge, or qualify the claim of another author 
B. One question that involves rhetorical analysis of a prose passage 

      1. focused on how writer conveys attitudes 

      2. focused on how author makes the text persuasive 

      3. focused on comparison/contrast 

      a. elements within a single text 

      b. two short texts on similar topics or by the same author 
TIP: The endings of passages are important and warrant careful reading.  Often the author resolves an inner conflict, summarizes his/her position on an issue, or otherwise reveals something important for your understanding of the passage as a whole in the final paragraph or sentence.  

C. One synthesis question that asks you to support your own argument using short source “documents” 

      1. stating clearly your own, convincing thesis very important 

      2. sources will be 4 to 7 in number 

      a. at least one visual image 

      1) photograph 

      2) cartoon 

      3) graph 

       4) pie chart 

      3. need to cite and discuss at least three of the sources in your essay 

      a.  MLA citation may not be necessary, but is helpful 

      4. look for possible relationships among the source texts 

            a. similar opinions 

            b. (diametrically) opposed stances 

            c. elaboration 

