Writing Expectations – AP Language & Composition 

The following lists the important concepts we have covered this year and a few we have yet to cover.
Broad Concepts and Common Errors to Avoid
1. Failure to Answer the Prompt – make sure you answer the question.  Take the Thesis Test: read the prompt and then read your thesis.  Does it sound like an answer?
2. Failure to Provide Specific Support from the Text – essays are like courtroom trials; no one believes you unless you provide evidence.
3. Summarizing Plot or Content
a.  When analyzing fiction, use episodes from the story as evidence to support your point.  Do not just summarize the plot for its own sake.  Assume the reader knows the basic story.
b. When analyzing nonfiction texts, use the same principles: avoid summary and focus on your ideas.  Use the text as evidence for your position.
4. Stating the Obvious – “The universal theme is a huge part of a book; it shows a lot about the characters and can teach you something about life and people.”

5. Vague Opening Paragraph – generally includes vague or obvious thesis.
6. Weak Conclusion – end on a strong note and leave the reader with something to chew on.  Avoid ending with a question. Consider the “sandwich” format.
7. Books/fiction that “Teach Lessons or Morals” – great books of fiction rarely can be reduced to a simple lesson or moral.  Fables and nursery rhymes do that.   Great books usually suggest a theme and/or raise questions that are not easily answered.  The value is in the questions themselves and an understanding of the complexity of the issues.
8. Awkward Phrasing – difficult to describe, easy to spot.
9. Rhetorical Questions – avoid asking a rhetorical question, particularly an obvious one, and then answering it.  For example, “Is Oedipus a tragic hero?  Yes.”

10. Diction - avoid phrases like “biggest argument” and “huge reason.”  Use a thesaurus!  Build your vocabulary!

11. Spelling – e.g. “there/their” – Spellcheck cannot replace a good eye.

12. Title of Essay – make it interesting, related to your theme, not generic, e.g. “Summer Essay.”

Stylistic Issues (many of these are in The Elements of Style – see pdf)
13. Avoid using quotes to mean “supposed” as if you’re letting the reader in on something.  In AP Lang context, quotes around a word usually means you are referring to it as a word.

14. Don’t overuse parentheses – usually indicates you haven’t put together good sentences; ideas are tacked on after the fact.

15. Avoid “very” together with an adjective.  Build your vocabulary! 
16. Avoid slang in a formal essay.
17. Avoid redundancy – “In Huckleberry Finn, Huckleberry Finn goes on a journey...”

18. Avoid constructions such as “Another example is when” (or “is where”) – rethink your idea and rewrite the sentence.
19.  Don’t use “The beginning of the book” – use proper genre (novel, play, etc); a story/play/poem has a beginning; a book is a physical thing you hold in your hand.
20. Use active voice and parallel structure as much as possible.
21. Omit needless words (conciseness).
22. Maintain consistent verb tense.  Use Literary Present for fiction.
23. Use “try to” rather than “try and” with an infinitive: e.g. “I’m going to try to ace the test.”
24. Avoid “pretty” as a qualifier, as in “She’s pretty smart”.
Words and Expressions Commonly Misused (see Elements of Style pdf, pg. 45-63)
25. Allusion/Illusion – know the difference.

26. Among/Between – know the difference. 

27. Can/May – know the difference.
28. Affect/Effect – know the difference. 

29. Farther/Further – know the difference.
30. Hopefully – avoid this at beginning of sentence.

31. Less/Fewer – know the difference.
32. Than/Then – know the difference.
33. There/Their/They’re – know the difference.

34. That/Which – know the difference. 

If You Want to Be a Great Writer, Not Just a Good Writer
	Make your writing poetic.  Listen to how your sentences sound out loud.  Vary your rhythm for effect.  Use metaphor.  Be aware that every word you use has connotation, not just denotation.  Find your unique voice.
Focus on ideas, not rules or formulas.  Writing is your mind thinking out loud.   
Read good writing wherever you can find it, nonfiction and fiction.

Read like a writer.  Notice the writer’s techniques and learn from them.  Be aware of how a good writer chooses words and constructs sentences.  
Keep writing.  The only way to get better at writing is by doing it, analyzing your own work, and making improvements the next time.



Below is advice I gave to a student who asked how to be a better writer (she later earned a 5 on the AP Lang exam).

1. Read The Elements of Style by Strunk and White.  It's a classic and the best book on writing I've encountered.  It's particularly good in terms of writing in a concise style, which is difficult, but important for lawyers (this was her career plan). 

2. Reread the section "If you want to be a great writer, not just a good writer" in the handout titled Writing Expectations.
3. Read good writing and do it by "reading like a writer."  Read different genres: nonfiction, poetry, speeches, essays.  Observe what good writers do and then try to incorporate it into your own writing.
4. Write, write, and write some more.  Evaluate what you've written.   What sounds good?  What doesn't?  Read it out loud, at least in your head. Good writing has rhythm and tone, a lot like good music. 
 

5. THINK.  Writing is your mind thinking out loud.  You can’t write if you aren’t thinking.  Think deeply.  Ask questions.  
 
6. Find your voice.  This is something I can't teach but can encourage.  And you can't fake it.  You can find it if you do all of the things listed above and then trust your inner voice to come out.  

