AP English Language and Composition

Characteristics of the High-Scoring Synthesis Response
The Basic Make-Up…

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. possible relationships among the source texts 


a. similar opinions 


b. (diametrically) opposed stances 


c. elaboration

Some Advice…
I. These essays begin by contextualizing the issue at hand for readers, explaining to them briefly why educated, informed citizens ought to read on.  

What does this mean?  You need to provide an engaging opening to your essay that provides background material to frame your issue.  Think of it this way:  would anyone want to read your response if it were in a newspaper or a weekly magazine?
II. Generally, the thesis in a high-scoring essay does justice to the complexity of the issue being considered while foregrounding the writer’s position.

What does this mean?  You can’t pretend that the complex issue you are responding to has only one right position or solution.  Put the other side’s position in a dependent clause at the start of your position sentence; place your position in the final independent clause.

III. In addition, these essays provide an extended consideration of the sources that they reference—they go beyond merely citing sources to assaying the significance to the thesis being developed and forging connections between the writer’s position and that of the author of the source.  

What does this mean?  It is your job to provide the linking language that ties your claim to the ideas of the documents and back to your thesis.  If you find yourself describing what is in the documents, stop.  Your job is to make connections, not to point out interesting ideas from Source B.  You must also bring appropriate outside knowledge to support your argument.
IV. Writers of the top essays enter into a conversation with the sources they choose rather than simply appropriating this information.
What does this mean?  You must control the documents and not merely list facts from them.  To that end, always start and finish every support paragraph with your claims and analysis.  If you start a support paragraph with a source, ruination often follows.

V. Finally, these best essays provide conclusions that do not merely summarize but address the “so what?” issue:  How should educated, informed citizens continue to think about the issue at hand?  How will it continue to influence the readers’ lives?

What does this mean?  You are wasting your time on this question if you offer a simple recap of your major points.  What to do instead?  As appropriate, offer benefits of your solution or proposal, include a “call to action” for what the reader should do, or wax philosophically about the nature of the complex issue discussed.
Comments from an APELgC Exam Reader

These are some comments from a chief exam reader for the synthesis response.  Listed are some common mistakes that were seen through a particular AP Exam.

To students:
1.  The #1 problem students have in writing the synthesis question is letting the sources make the argument.  Readers call it “the source-driven essay.”  Your position – your argument – must be the focus.  The sources are only examples and evidence to back up your position, and your point of view must come through as the guiding force behind the argument.  Deciding on your thesis before you read the Documents may help avoid the problem.  Avoid “cutting and pasting”; make a sound argument that uses the sources as support for its assertions.
2.  In regard to citing sources, if you are worried about whether you are doing it “right”: 

· Essays are being read as “good first drafts,” in which – in real life – you would make a note of the source you are using, but you would not format it fully until your final draft. 

· Readers are using “a very flexible understanding” of citations, which means that you can use “Smith,” “Source A,” the title of the document, or another specific way to refer to the source, as long as it is absolutely clear which Document you are using.  To avoid confusion, it’s helpful if you are consistent with your format, but that is not required. 

· Readers want to see THAT you cite, not HOW you cite.

3.  Also regarding citing the Sources:  A few students seem to believe they can paraphrase or summarize without acknowledgement.  AP Exam Readers know these sources well and will spot this kind of plagiarism.  (Yes, that’s exactly what it is!)  Your score will suffer if it appears to be deliberate, not just a rare error.


Even a well-written essay will receive an Inadequate score for failure to cite any sources.  Also be aware that repeated failure to cite sources used a second or third time may cause a reader to hold your score down.

4.  You should be evaluating the documents for reliability – not just accepting them at face value – giving some more weight than others.  A refereed journal article, for example, is more reliable than an unpublished lecture.  (No source will be completely unreliable; some may be more reliable than others.)

5.  As always, your argument must be convincing.  No inappropriate hyperbole, forced arguments, hasty generalizations. 

6.  Lots of dropped quotations tend to lower the score.  (Good writing is part of the task!)  Try to choose important phrases or even single words to work into your own writing rather than copying entire sentences that “drop” into the essay without smooth transitions.  This problem won’t totally wreck your score, but it could hold it down. 
7.  Writers can be faulted for not being aware of the world.  Misinformation, ignorance, or thoughtlessness   affects your score.  For example, several years ago a student essay claimed that the space program “never did anybody any good.”  Cell phones?  Weather satellites?  DirectTV?  Tempurpedic mattresses?  This writer failed to think about the implications of his/her statement.  Another recent essay stated that the European economy is stronger than ours.  That writer had not been paying attention to the news.

8.  Inaccurate copying:  A few writers weaken their arguments by inattention to the details of source content.  Careless copying, misspelling an author’s name, and similar errors imply a lack of effort that makes a reader question your commitment to your argument.  (Even if you don’t care about the issue, you must appear to be reliable and engaged.  It’s your ethical appeal, or ethos, after all.) 

Comparison of AP English Language Synthesis Essay and APUSH DBQ

Synthesis Essay




Document-Based Question
	Similarities



	1. Use sources to support a thesis 
	1. Use documents to support a thesis 

	2. Must cite sources 
	2. Must cite sources 

	3. Read for 15 minutes (suggested) 
	3. Read for 15 minutes (suggested) 

	4. Do not simply paraphrase -- no "laundry list" 
	4. Do not simply paraphrase -- no "laundry list" 

	5. Must "enter into a conversation" 
	5. Must understand the complexity of the historical issue to "enter into a conversation" 


	6. Consider the author's purpose, audience, and point of view 
	6. Consider the author's purpose, audience, and point of view 

	7. Must develop a clear, organized argument 
	7. Must develop a clear, organized argument

 

	Differences



	1. Sources provided 
	1. Documents provided 

	2. Primary and secondary sources used 
	2. Only primary sources used 

	3. Suggested writing time: 40 minutes 
	3. Suggested writing time: 45 minutes 

	4. Outside information not required 
	4. Outside information required 

	5. Must use a minimum of three sources 
	5. Expected to use more than half of the documents (not specifically stated in the directions) 

	6. Prompt in three parts: directions, introduction, and assignment 
	6. Directions with statement or question 


