
A “Short” Guide to Surviving the AP English Classroom 
I am guessing that, for many of you, this is your first Advanced Placement class; as such, 

you may be unaware of the heightened expectations and standards that are expected in an AP 
environment.  I’ve written this little guide to help you prepare for certain aspects of my course, 
but I do hope that much of the advice given will serve you in other AP classes as well. 
Reading  
 As this is a language course, we will obviously be spending a good deal of time reading texts of 
varied modes and analyzing several aspects of the authors’ works.  I’m sure you’ve done this in previous 
classes, but we will need a different mindset in this class. 

First, many of you will need to change your general approach to reading.  Many students pick up 
an essay, short story, or novel and read with the intention of finishing.  You count the pages of the 
assigned text and sigh with relief or groan in frustration.  Would you agree?  You read to finish an 
assignment?  This can no longer be your goal.  I’m sure you have often noticed that when you read with 
“finishing” as your objective, you achieve your goal and little else.  You may not be able to recall what 
you have read or understand the author’s purpose.  You most likely will not have captured the nuances 
of the author’s tone or ascertained the intended audience.  As advanced students, however, these are 
all elements, among others, that must receive your attention if you are to truly understand a text.  Thus, 
you must give yourselves a new purpose in reading.  You must learn how to analyze texts—that is, how 
to break them down into their varied components; this is a skill required of you on the SAT and AP 
exams and will be necessary in your future English classes both in high school and college.  Further, as 
adults, you will need to analyze many types of texts—from commercials to political campaign ads and 
even office memos; in these texts, authors can use subversive techniques to hide their intent, but a 
strong reader will be able to “read between the lines” and determine truth.  Reading to finish is not the 
intention of good readers.  Instead, good readers actively engage themselves in the essays and novels 
they read in order to appreciate fully the richness of the texts. 

This leads to my next suggestion, which is to annotate as you read (many of you have learned 
the T4 method, but other methods work just as well).  Whenever possible, purchase your own copies of 
texts so that you may write in the margins.  If this is not possible, use a writer’s notebook in which you 
jot down questions, new vocabulary terms, “a-ha moments,” personal and literary connections, 
predictions, main ideas, discoveries, rhetorical strategies.  Taking such notes (without going overboard) 
will help you stay engaged in the writing and focused on the subtleties.  The more you do this, the easier 
it becomes. 

My final piece of advice is to find something about each reading that is important.  I’m sure you 
have read pieces in past classes that, to speak euphemistically, you have found less than exciting.  Just 
as we no longer read to finish, we must remember that we are no longer reading to be entertained.  
Texts are not assigned based on their level of interest.  In fact, much of what we will read you may find 
downright boring.  That is unimportant.  Again, you must approach each reading with a new intent, a 
new purpose.  Determine why the author found it necessary to pen the work; find the significance of the 
work to the world in general, not just to you. You will find this to be of particular importance as we 
prepare for the SAT and AP exams, as both will contain readings that may not capture your interest. 

 

Homework 
 I am not a teacher who believes in assigning homework every day unless the homework is 
meaningful.  Because this is a college-level course, however, you DO have three items of homework 
every day.  The first is to read from a non-biased, newsworthy source (tough to find, I know).  The main 



reason for this is that the College Board expects you to be global thinkers.  You need to be aware of 
events happening around you locally, nationally, and globally.  When it comes time to take the AP exam, 
you may be given reading and writing topics about which you have little knowledge if you do not make it 
a practice to learn about the world on a daily basis.  And thanks to the advent of social media, too many 
of us consider ourselves “informed” because we read articles that we see in our newsfeed.  Instead, we 
need to make an effort to find news sources that are well-researched and without a political slant.  

In addition, you should make it a point to read novels or nonfiction books of your own choosing.  
I’m not one who believes that a book needs to be an award-winner to be worthy of our time.  I enjoy a 
variety of books, from science-fiction, to YA, to romance, to suspense.  Stephen King tells us that if we 
want to be good writers, we must read… a lot!  So if you aren’t much of a reader, you might want to do 
some searching to find something that interests you.  See me if you need some direction. 

Another thing you might want to add to your daily homework (or at least weekly homework) is a 
review of all learned material from the class.  This includes rereading notes, reviewing (not rereading) 
discussed passages, and, in particular, carefully studying returned essays.  One of the biggest complaints 
I have received over the years is that I take “forever” to grade essays.  You’ll see why when you get your 
first one back.  I take my time and oh-so-lovingly-as-well-as-honestly give you feedback (review the time 
chart from the syllabus if you need a reminder).  I suggest that you review my comments often so that 
you may internalize your strengths and weaknesses in order to improve your work in the next attempt.  
Further, remember that part of the course is college training.  In many of your college classes you will be 
assigned few traditional assignments…a couple of essays, maybe, and then a few tests.  Your grade will 
be dependent on those few grades, so it often helps if you make every effort to learn the material and 
make improvements throughout the course as opposed to trying to cram the material in the night 
before a big exam.  Besides, cramming does not equal learning, and if you are serious about your 
education, you want to actually learn, yes?  If so, commit yourself to doing homework even if it is 
“unassigned” and therefore not worth a grade. 

 

Grades 
 While we are on the subject of grades, I’d like to explain why I never want to hear you ask me, 
“Is this for a grade?” or “What can I do to bring my grade up?”  In your introductory letters, many of you 
wrote that one of your goals was to achieve “all A’s” or raise your GPA.  Before I begin, let me say that I 
get it.  I know that grades are important; they are important to you, to your parents, to colleges.  I 
understand that you want your report cards to reflect that you are the best and that one’s GPA seems to 
be a golden ticket to the perfect future.  But I have a harsh reality check for you—grades do not reveal 
much of anything these days.  I’m sure you know many people who have achieved decent, and perhaps 
even stellar, grades because they have managed to cheat or bend the rules.  And sometimes there are 
those annoying people who never seem to have to try at anything but still manage to get straight A’s 
(you know who you are…grr).  Many of you put in a great deal of effort to get your work finished, I’m 
sure.  But at the end of the day, does the A you receive truly reflect that? How is your A any different 
from the “I-don’t-have-to-try” kid’s A or the “I-found-the-answers-on-the-internet” kid’s A?  I’m not 
saying that you shouldn’t be proud of your work, and ultimately proud of your grades, but you need to 
start working from a place of intrinsic motivation, that is, motivation that comes from the inner sense of 
having accomplished something, of having learned something new, of having finally mastered or even 
just improved a skill.  You should want to work your hardest on an assignment because your name is on 
it, and you wouldn’t ever want to present something of your own doing that didn’t represent your best 
effort.  So if I give you an assignment, instead of asking if it’s for a grade, simply assume that I’m 
assigning it for your betterment.  Yes, I also understand that you have many responsibilities, and in your 



mind using precious time to complete an “assignment” that won’t result in a grade seems like a waste.  
But I ask you, for what reason did you take my class?  If it was so that you could get an honor point or 
get a high score on a standardized test, you might want to reconsider your choice.  But if you are here to 
learn, then you should never consider our work a waste of time.  By signing up for this class, you decided 
to prove that you are “advanced placement material.”  Understand that what sets an advanced student 
apart is not his abilities but his willingness to work hard and go above and beyond the expectations of 
himself and the teacher.  So work to improve yourself, your abilities, and your mind, and your grades 
will follow. 

 

Writing 
 Our discussions of writing will cover several different elements, but for now I want to address 
the most important aspects, those aspects that I want you to start working on immediately.  They 
include style, process, format, and sophistication. 

 

1. Style 
Style can be defined as a writer’s overall voice, achieved by conscious attention to 

syntax, diction, strategies, and tone.  Consider your style to be your personality in written form.  
Thus, it is not something easily taught; can I, realistically, teach you to have a personality?  Of 
course not.  I can, however, teach you elements of syntax, diction, strategy, and tone, along with 
grammatical concepts, all of which you can later learn to manipulate at your discretion to 
ultimately achieve your unique style. 

Let us begin our discourse on style, therefore, by discussing some aspects related to 
style that you must apply immediately to your writings.  First, a writer must always consider his 
audience, for many decisions will be based upon to whom you are writing.  Professor Yates 
Hafner, one of my brilliant former instructors at Wayne State University, provides suggestions 
for dealing with the audience: 

Assume that your readers are intelligent persons who desire to be objective,  
circumspect, fair, and rational.  The first principle of style is to satisfy the reasonable 
expectations of such readers so that they may come to think and feel as you about your 
subject.   

Thus, you should treat your readers with respect; do not “talk down” to them nor inadvertently 
offend them.  Anticipate their objections to your assertions and refute or concede these 
objections respectfully.  Support all of your claims with logic or evidence, using quotations 
sparingly and when appropriate and do so gracefully and with purpose.  This attention to detail 
shows that you respect not only your topic but your audience as well. 

All of your writing—essays we do in and out of class, responses on the AP exam, e-mails 
you might send to future employers—should be CLEAR and CONCISE.  I am particular about 
grammar rules, and I hope that you can understand my reasoning.  I am not naïve, nor am I so 
old as to not understand that we live in a different world from the one in which I learned.  You 
have grown up with computers and have developed unique languages that are appropriate in 
specific contexts.  Your job, however, is to determine the context in which you are writing and to 
use correct grammar for each context.  If you are sending a text to a friend or tweeting your 
latest mined-gem of original thought, you may find it appropriate to use “e-speak.” If, on the 
other hand, you are writing a cover letter and resume, an essay, or even an e-mail to a teacher, 
your language and attention to detail should change accordingly.  Poor grammar prevents both 
clarity and concision and shows a lack of care about your writing, your topic, and your audience; 
you are responsible for how you come across to the world, so it is important to choose not only 
your words but also your style carefully.   



Again, audience and grammar are just two of the elements of style.  You will spend a 
great deal of time this year finding your own style, your own voice, and I am confident that each 
of you will leave feeling that you have done just that…if you are willing to work. 

 

2. Process  
Because concern for your audience and meticulous attention to grammar are vital to the 

success of your writing, you must resign yourself to doing a great deal of pre-writing and 
revision before you can produce an essay that is clear, concise, and which will give your readers 
delight.  I expect that many of you have fallen into the dreaded habit of simply sitting in front of 
a keyboard and typing away, saving occasionally and using the “Shift F-7” trick and spellcheck, 
before perhaps doing a cursory proofreading session on the screen, then printing your essay and 
never looking at it again.  Those of you who have done this have probably also experienced the 
slight twinge that comes when you notice, just before turning in the paper, an obvious mistake.  
Alas, it is now too late, and your essay is marred by an imperfection (often many imperfections) 
that could have been corrected had you completed the writing process.   

Now, I would wager that, for most of you, one of your intentions in taking this class is to 
become a better writer.  I am counting on your sincerity in that intention, because if you are not 
sincere, you will never improve.  What many of us hope for, however, is a “quick fix,” a magical 
template or formula into which we can simply plug various words of choice and poof…an 
adequate essay.  What I’m guessing, though, is that you are all, at the very least, adequate 
writers already; clearly, a template will not allow you to improve.  There are certainly some “tips 
and tricks” that I will provide you throughout the year to handle such writings as the research 
and the AP formats, but even those will require you to practice.  Ironically enough, the only key 
to improving one’s writing is to write, and here I don’t simply mean to write essay after essay 
after essay.  Instead, what you must do is embrace each essay as a separate opportunity to 
reveal your ideas to the world (we get so few chances to do that, we should make the best of 
them).   

So I now present you with a question—are you satisfied with turning in mediocre work?  
If you are, then you can continue on your present course, accepting mediocre results.  If, 
however, you wish only to turn in the best work that you can do, then prepare yourself to make 
significant changes to your writing process. 

First, for any non-timed writing that you do, you must prepare to write several drafts, 
whether they are “graded” or not.  I have yet to hear about any prose writer who has produced 
a perfect writing at the outset.  Good writers recognize that writing is a craft, requiring several 
editing sessions, looking for clarity, accurate word choice, grammar, spelling, punctuation, and 
order.  To again quote Prof. Hafner, “a page sprinkled with errors in spelling, punctuation, and 
grammar, or with sentences that are unpleasant to read, is like a grimy window: One yearns for 
a clear, unobstructed view but is distracted by smudges and bird droppings.”  How do we 
prevent such filth?  By prewriting in some form, in order to establish some ideas; by writing a 
first draft, in order to establish a direction in which to take those ideas; by editing the first draft, 
in order to omit needless words, phrases, and sentences and add detail where necessary, all of 
which leads to the writing of a second draft.  By editing the second draft…are you understanding 
the process yet?  Is it long?  Yes.  Might it seem tedious?  Yes.  Is it necessary to achieve the best 
possible product?  Yes. 

One last bit of advice regarding the process of writing: When completing your final draft, 
you should save and print a copy, then walk away from it for a few hours.  Come back to the 
copy and read it OUT LOUD, looking for any remaining errors in spelling, punctuation, grammar.  
You will be surprised at what transgressions you will find in this simple step.   



As a writer, you should strive to make all writings works of art which show that you care 
about the reader and about the truth of your words; be ashamed to submit anything that is not 
your absolute best effort. 

 

3. Format 
Throughout your years, you have met with several different sets of requirements in 

terms of format.  I believe that my requirements are the easiest to follow as they come directly 
from the Modern Language Association (MLA) Handbook.  We will cover the more specific 
requirements throughout the year, but let me provide you now with the basics. 

First, you are to set your margins (top, bottom, left, and right) to 1”.  Your name, my 
name, the course title (AP English Lang. and Comp.), and the date (written as 06 September 
2018) should be double-spaced in the upper left corner.  In the upper right corner, you must 
include a header with your last name and the page number.  If you are unsure of how to create 
a header, let me know, and I will show you.  Your paper, from start to finish, must be double 
spaced with no extra spaces between paragraphs. 

Your title, creative and relative to the topic, should be centered on the first page above 
your introductory paragraph and should contain no frills—no bold, no underlining, no italics, no 
quotation marks.  You should capitalize the first and last words and all-important words in 
between.  Do not include a title page. 

Typically, “stand-alone quotes” are not recommended in your writing.  Understand that 
they have their place in learning how and when to use quotations to prove one’s point, but as 
we are now learning how to write in a more advanced style, one that encourages paraphrase, 
you should avoid stand-alone quotes.  Instead, strive to make evidence a part of your natural 
writing.  Do not misunderstand me; you may still use quotes (sparingly), and you should cite 
them properly, but they should not need an introduction or explanation.  They should flow into 
your sentences as though a continuation of your own thoughts.  Remember that we strive for 
our writing to be both clear and concise. This means that we want to remove any redundant 
words.  After all, a good style is “one that states the exact truth plainly and convincingly” 
(Hafner).  If you look back through this “essay,” you will note that I’ve integrated quotations in a 
variety of ways—study them. 

  

The main goal of improving all the above elements is to achieve a high level of 
sophistication in your writing.  Remember, the College Board is expecting you to write as though 
you are college freshmen.  They want to see that you are global thinkers who can articulate your 
thoughts and beliefs about the world in a succinct and mature manner.  Stephen King says that 
we tend to think of writers with labels; there are poor writers, competent writers, good writers, 
and genius writers.  I don’t see it quite the same way, but the element that I think tends to 
separate a traditional “good” writer from one who is just “competent” is her level of 
sophistication.  So, aim to improve your style, your process, and your format, and hopefully your 
writing will naturally become more sophisticated.   

 

Plagiarism 
 In its most basic definition, plagiarism is the act of using another person’s ideas or words and 
passing them off as one’s own.  People have often claimed plagiarism as “an accident,” but this is usually 
illogical.  As advanced students, you are acknowledging your ability to understand what plagiarism is and 



how to avoid it by citing your sources accurately and honestly.  Changing someone’s words does not 
constitute plagiarism, but failing to properly give credit for the idea behind the words to the appropriate 
source does.   
 Throughout my years as a teacher, I have been an unfortunate witness to several attempts at 
such tactics.  Fewer things disappoint me more.  Plagiarism is a deception, a dishonesty that in most 
universities will see you lose credit for a course and often expelled from the university.  In this class, you 
will lose credit on any assignment which has evidence of plagiarism.  Professor Hafner, whom I clearly 
hold in high esteem, says so eloquently that plagiarism “perverts into fraud one of the highest human 
faculties, the ability to communicate truth.”  Read that sentence a few times to let its meaning really 
sink in.  I expect that you will follow all citation rules, and if you are ever unsure of how to cite 
something properly, all you need do is ask, but please know that I follow school policy when I find my 
students cheating or plagiarizing; please do not try to deceive me as I find it to be one of the most 
disrespectful acts a student can commit. 

 

In-Class Writings 
 You will quickly discover that you will use a vastly different approach on timed writings than on 
take-home, process essays.  You are preparing for two important tests throughout the year: the SAT and 
the AP exams, both of which require timed writings of unique styles.  I will provide you with several 
opportunities to practice all of the different formats, but I warn you now that I do not grade these 
lightly.  I take them seriously and therefore spend a good deal of time evaluating them.  I trust that you 
will take my comments and criticisms to heart (though not personally) and strive to improve upon your 
weaknesses and further your strengths.  I also ask, though, that you give yourself time to learn the new 
styles, even those of you who consider yourselves above average writers.  You will be applying new skills 
and strategies, so please have patience with me and with yourself. 

 

 Expressing oneself in writing is obviously an important skill, one that you will need throughout 
your life as you communicate with employers and employees, co-workers, representatives, clients, 
customers, even friends and family.  Articulating your ideas verbally is just as important and too often is 
overlooked as a life skill in today’s technology-driven world.  This is just one reason why you will be 
expected to participate in class discussions—to hone your verbal communication abilities.  Participation 
is important for several other reasons, however.  First, I guarantee you will become bored in a class 
where my voice is the only one heard.  Hearing varying perspectives about a topic adds interest to a 
dialogue; further you will gain respect for differing or dissenting opinions and gain insight about ideas 
when listening to each other.  This may sound like an “elementary” saying, but I do not want any “hogs 
or logs” in this class.  That is, I do not want a few students “hogging” the daily discussions, nor do I want 
any students who let others do the work for them while they sit there (like logs…see the analogy?).  
Additionally, class participation allows for immediate feedback.  I can determine who is close to or far 
from the day’s learning targets and offer kudos, corrections, or encouragement to those who need it.  
Finally, from my experience as both an AP teacher and an AP student (some time ago, yes), I have found 
that many students who don’t participate do so out of fear of being wrong.  Let me say that if you ever 
are fearful of potential ridicule in my class, then I am doing something wrong, and I need to be informed 
at once.  Every one of my students should feel at ease in my room, to feel comfortable enough to take 
risks.  And you should be willing to do just that—take risks and maybe even—gasp—be wrong.  Too 
many of you are so afraid of failure that you will miss out on major parts of your life journey.  You will 
find that we are all human, myself included.  I guarantee that I will make more mistakes than all of you 
combined, and I’m perfectly at ease with it.  After all, as I read on some fancy internet meme (and I’m 

paraphrasing here), “Take risks; if you’re right, you’ll be happy; if you’re wrong, you’ll be wise.”  



 

You… 
Junior year is a difficult one; you will feel a great deal more pressure than years prior.  This is a 

good time for you to do some reflection and discovery about who you are as a student, as a person.  
Consider your mindset—is it a fixed or growth mindset?  According to Carol Dweck, Stanford 
psychologist and author of the book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, a person with a fixed 
mindset views his intelligence, his character, and creative abilities as static abilities that cannot be 
changed in any significant ways, and, thus, his success in life is a reflection of that inherent intelligence.  
Being successful and avoiding failure become the major goals and the true measures of being viewed as 
smart.  Conversely, Dweck defines the growth mindset as one that “thrives on challenge and sees failure 
not as evidence of unintelligence but as a heartening springboard for growth and for stretching our 
existing abilities.”  The growth mindset is the ideal way to approach the world, and although we form 
our mindsets at an early age, that doesn’t mean we can’t change.  So which mindset are you? 
 

A Final Thought… 
 Now that you understand my expectations, I hope that you can internalize them and make them 
your expectations for yourself.  Some of you may be feeling overwhelmed, but I want you to feel 
comfortable in my class at all times.  Just as I have high expectations for you, so do I for myself.  I hope 
you have high expectations for me as well, and I hope you will hold me to them.  I want this to be my 
best year of teaching to date, and you can help by asking questions, voicing concerns, offering 
suggestions.  Remember that you must be your own advocate and a willing participant in your own 
education.  There is no opting out in this course.  Are you ready? 



Please respond to the questions or instructions below and be prepared to share some of your 
thoughts during class discussion. 
 

1. Choose one or two aspects of my advice that you respond to strongly, whether 
positively or negatively, and discuss your thoughts. _______________________ 
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Are there any aspects of the class that concern you?  Conversely, are there any 

aspects that excite you? ___________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
3. After reading this, to what standards do you now wish to hold yourself?  And what 

are your expectations of me? ________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 

 


