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Advanced Placement Literature & Composition 

2018 2019 / S. Hanson 

http://teacher.haywood.k12.nc.us/apenglishliteratureandcomposition/ 

Experiencing, Interpreting, and Evaluating Literature 

 

COURSE OVERVIEW: 

 

It should be little surprise that in the AP literature class we’ll spend most of our time reading, talking, and writing about 

works of literature.  It’s what we’ll do.  Because many of you have most likely never engaged in this sort of rigorous 

literary criticism you should expect to overcome a bit of a learning curve at the start of the year.  That’s normal and 

nothing to worry about.  Just two important reminders:  Keep up with your reading and read carefully (think about what 

you’ve read!).  Do those two things and most everything else will fall into place. 

 

Our primary text this year is The Compact Bedford Introduction to Literature Seventh Edition by Michael Meyer 

(Bedford/St. Martin's:  Boston, 2006).  These books are wonderful and won’t be replaced for at least five more years.  Be 

nice to them.  Please. 

 

Below is a list of what we’ll be doing, though not necessarily in the order that we’ll be doing it since poetry and short 

fiction will be studied throughout the year.  There are no dates on the syllabus, but you can find all the relevant dates as 

they approach on the assignment whiteboard and the course website.  Please note that this is a working syllabus; we will 

make adjustments as necessary as the year progresses. 

 

Unlike your prior English classes, I expect, we will have very few tests.  That should make you happy.  However, we will 

write many papers and these papers will be the backbone of your grade this year.  We will read and talk to strengthen our 

ideas so that we can write academic papers that are perceptive and engaging and written with clarity and grace. Most 

students find this difficult.  If you happen to be one of those, do not worry.  It is supposed to be difficult.  Remember 

that writing is a process - plan, draft, write, revise, and repeat.   

 

A broad outline of each paper associated with each unit is given.  They may contain terms that mean little to you right 

now, but don’t worry, all will be made clear.  If you want to jump ahead, you can skim through chapter 45 in the Bedford 

text (starting page 1533) to preview different critical approaches.   I think you’ll find them interesting and, more 

importantly, useful in framing your ideas. 

 

Note that this only lists the major papers.  We’ll be doing other writing as well:  quizzes, memorization assignments, in-

class essays, directed reading questions, and informal writing.  These smaller assignments will be posted along with other 

AP-class info on the assignment whiteboard. 
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COURSE ACTIVITIES:  The titles and assignments below will make up the core of our study this year.  This is an 

ambitious list and specific choices are subject to change as required by time, skills mastered, and other class-specific 

considerations as well as student interests. 

I.  SUMMER ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Summer Assignments      Writing Assignment    

 How to Read Literature Like a Professor – Foster  Analysis of selected works 

 The Things They Carried* – O’Brien    Selection of ten passages and theme/device 

     or*  Dubliners* – Joyce      analysis 

 Never Let Me Go – Ishiguro    Selection of passages and theme analysis 

       

II.  SEMESTER ACTIVITIES: 

 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Poetry  

Poetry is one of the best places to start learning the formal elements of literature (see formalist strategies, 

Bedford text, p 1538).  We will be studying poetry throughout the year.  The core of the poetry study will be 

centered about sections in The Compact Bedford Introduction to Literature.  We will also frequently use poems and 

prompts from previous AP Exams for both study and writing instruction.  By the time we’ve finished all of the 

literary terms in the poetry section (see below) should be familiar, and, I hope, you’ll have found more than a few 

poems that have opened up your eyes to what great poetry can be.   

 

 The word as the basic unit of a poem   Papers: 

  “You Begin” – Atwood    Explication of poems of choice 

 Competing interpretations of a poem   (See Bedford, chapter 20, p. 605, and 

 “My Papa’s Waltz” – Roethke   chapter 29, p. 791)    

 Reading Poetry (Ch. 19) 

  “The Fish” –Bishop (p.574) 

  “l(a” – Cummings (p.579) 

  “Introduction to Poetry” –Collins (p.584) 

  “Love Poem” – Nims (p.594) 

  “You’re Missing” – Springsteen (p.596) 

  “It’s the Law” – Sharp (p.597) 

  “If—“ – Kipling (p.599) 

  “Seniors” – Rios (p.600) 

Word Choice, Word Order, and Tone in Poetry (Ch. 21) 

  “Years End” – Kooser (p.619) 

  “Hazel Tells LaVerne” –Machan (p.620) 

  “Latin Night at the Pawnshop” – Espada (p.621)  

  “Veiled” – Mora (p.621) 

  “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time” – Herrick (p.622) 

  “To His Coy Mistress” – Marvell (p.624) 

  “A Late Aubade” – Wilbur (p.627) 

  “Convergence of the Twain” – Hardy (p.631) 

  “Titanic” – Slavitt (p.632) 
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Imagery in Poetry (Ch. 22) 

  “In a Station of the Metro” – Pound (p.661) 

  “Dover Beach” – Arnold (p.649) 

  “The Blue Bowl” – Kenyon (p.656) 

  “Root Cellar” – Roethke (p.648) 

Figures of Speech (Ch. 23) 

 “You Fit Into Me” – Atwood (p.667) 

 “February” – Atwood (p.674) 

 “Mirror” – Plath (p.676) 

 “London, 1802” – Wordsworth (p.676) 

 “Schizophrenia” – Stevens (p.677) 

 “Marks” – Pastan (p.679) 

 “Building an Outhouse” – Wallace (p.680) 

Irony in Poetry (Ch. 24) 

  “The Unknown Citizen” – Auden 

  “Rites of Passage” – Olds (p.783) 

  “Traveling Through the Dark” – Stafford (p.694) 

  “The Chimney Sweeper” – Blake (p.701) 

 Sound in poetry (Ch. 25) 

  “Spring & Fall” – Hopkins  

  “To His Coy Mistress” – Marvell (p.624) 

  “Calypso’s Island” – MacLeish  

  “Blackberry Eating” – Kinnell (p.711) 

  “A Bird came down the Walk” – Dickinson (p.709) 

  “Player Piano” – Updike (p.707) 

  “Upon Julia’s Clothes” – Herrick (p.751) 

 Patterns of Rhythm (Ch. 26) 

  “When I was one-and-twenty” – Housman (p. 738) 

  “Delight in Disorder” – Herrick (p.739) 

  “Still to Be Neat” -- Jonson (p.740) 

  “Sure You Can Ask Me a Personal Question” – Burns (p.741) 

  “The Lamb” – Blake (p.742) 

  “The Tyger” – Blake (p.743) 

  “What I Said” – Stock (p.746) 

  “Fast Break” – Hirsch (p.747) 

The Sonnet Form (Ch. 27) 

  “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day” – Shakespeare (p.755) 

  “I will put Chaos into fourteen lines” – St. Vincent Millay (p.756) 

“Scenes from the Playroom” – Gwynn  

“Never Again Would Birds’ Song Be the Same” – Frost (p.866) 

  “Unholy Sonnet: After the Praying” – Jarman (p.757) 

  “Death Be Not Proud” – Donne  (p.793)  

 Whole Class Explications 

  “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” – Donne (p.678) 

  “Next Day” – Jarrell  

  “Ulysses” – Tennyson (p.985) 

  “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” – Eliot (p.910) 
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  “Skunk Hour” – Lowell  

  “Death of a Hired Man” – Frost  

  “Sunday Morning” – Stevens  

 A Close look at Robert Frost 

  “The Pasture” (p.852)     

  “Mowing” (p.853) 

  “Mending Wall” (p.853) 

  “Birches” (p.859) 

  “Out, Out” (p.861) 

  “Fire and Ice” (p.863) 

  “Design” (p.864) 

  “Neither Out Far nor In Deep” (p.865) 

  “The Gift Outright” (p.866) 

 Additional Selections from 

Seamus Heaney, Donald Justice, Wallace Stevens, John Donne, Thomas Hardy, Sylvia Plath, WH 

Auden, WB Yeats 

 Independent Poetry Project 

At the end of the year, students will select a poet for an in-depth independent study.  There will be four 

components to this project:  1) a pamphlet introducing your selected poet; 2) a 750-word analysis 

essay of a selected poem by that author; 3) a recitation of one of your author’s poems; and 4) 

attendance at a Victorian tea party. 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Short-fiction       Papers: 

  Selections from Dubliners, Joyce   Analysis of story of choice 

 Plot, Ch. 3  (Intro. p. 63-64)    (see Bedford, p. 47-49)  

  “A Rose for Emily” – Faulkner (p.80-87)    

  “Three Girls” – Oates (p.73-80)   Gender criticism that includes at least two       

 Character, Ch. 4 (Intro. p. 104-110)   of the works (see Bedford, p. 1548, 1567) 

  “Saving Sourdi” – Chai (p.110-124) 

 Setting, Ch. 5 (Intro. p. 151-153) 

  “Soldier’s Home” – Hemingway (p.154-160) 

 Point of View, Ch. 6 (Intro. p. 173-178) 

  “The Lady with the Pet Dog” – Chekhov (p.179-190) 

  “The Lady with the Pet Dog” – Oates (p.191-204) 

 Symbolism, Ch. 7 (Intro. p. 211-214) 

  “Battle Royal” – Ellison (p.226-237) 

 Theme, Ch. 8 (Intro. p. 239-242) 

  “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky” – Crane (p.243-252) 

 Style, Tone, and Irony, Ch. 9 (Intro. p. 259-263) 

  “Carnal Knowledge” – Boyle (p.267-281) 

Gender Issues Across Works (Intro. p. 1548)   : 

  “The Story of an Hour” – Chopin (p.15) 

  “Girl” – Kincaid (p.517) 
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Additional Selections from 

Flannery O’Connor (“Good Country People,” “A Good Man is Hard to Find”), John Updike (“A & 

P”), John Cheever (“Reunion”), Grace Paley (“Mother”), Ernest Hemingway (“Hills Like White 

Elephants”), Steinbeck (“The Chrysanthemums”), Faulkner (“Barn Burning”), O’Brien (“How to Tell a 

True War Story”), Gilman (“The Yellow Wallpaper”), Orwell (“Shooting an Elephant”) 

  

Our unit of short fiction will not only be used to work through how the formal elements work within each, but also 

introduce the larger issue of gender issues across works.   

 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Reflections on Human Nature     Papers: 

  Lord of the Flies, Golding   Formal Analysis  (see Bedford, p.1538)  

            

Sometimes great works of fiction are great more due to the presentation of ideas than due to the formal elements, and 

these novels fit that bill.  They have beautiful moments of prose to be sure, but they’re about ideas.  We’ll tailor our 

analysis to these novels by breaking them down into their historical and philosophical context. 

 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Exploration of Uncivilized Lands    Papers: 

  Heart of Darkness, Conrad   Formal, structural, or historical analysis 

The Poisonwood Bible, Kingsolver  (see Bedford, p. 1538, 1544, 1565-66) 

 

A note on Heart of Darkness:  It is short, but dense, and I recommend that you read it twice.  Historically, most students 

don’t like it the first time through, but most change their minds after the second reading.  Keep thinking it through and it 

will reward that second reading, so read it twice! 

 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Evolution of Drama      Papers: 

  Dr. Faustus, Marlowe    Formal or Structural comparison 

Hamlet, Shakespeare    (see Bedford, p. 1538, 1565) 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, Stoppard     

Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde   

A Streetcar Named Desire, Williams    

     

Everyone knows Shakespeare is great but it’s not until you get a look at what preceded Shakespeare that he truly stands 

out.  The Everyman to R&G are Dead is a progression I hope you’ll enjoy.  It allows us to cover similar themes across from 

the Medieval period to the English Renaissance to (a bit of) the Enlightenment and finally to postmodernism.  It’s great 

for providing the contrast to really make these differences stand out, and to see what remains as a constant across time.  

Then we’ll move across the pond to America for a classic American play, and late in the year we’ll take a week to laugh at 

some of the wittiest dialogue ever written with Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest.  In addition, we will have the 

opportunity to see the New York-based theatre company Aquila perform A Midsummer Night’s Dream in February.  

They will also be putting on a production of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein in the evening on February 1st; student rush 

tickets (sold on the day of the show) are typically $10-$15 cheaper than full ticket price, so I would encourage you to take 

advantage of this opportunity.  
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Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Fiction 
The Past Haunting the Present    Paper:   

Jane Eyre, C. Bronte    Formal, historical, or gender analysis  

Beloved, Morrison     of one or both (see Bedford, p. 1538, 1565) 

   

In the next unit (if time and the weather allow) we’ll examine two great works written by women that deal with, among 

other things, the struggle for identity and belonging, the effects of intense suffering, and the haunting effects of the past 

upon the present.  While Beloved is a modern piece and Jane Eyre is a work from the Romantic period, these two works 

should afford some interesting parallels.  

 

Class Focus       Major Paper Assignment   

Fiction 

Magical Realism      Paper:   

One Hundred Years of Solitude, G. Marquez Formal, historical, or gender analysis  

      of one or both (see Bedford, p. 1538, 1565) 

 

This Nobel Prize winning author’s novel deserves a category to itself.  With this novel we will explore the genre of 

Magical Realism and delve into one of Latin America’s greatest works. 

 

Finishing the Year 

 During the drama unit and at the end of the year, you will have the chance to browse through the handout of 

works that have appeared on the previous AP Literature tests and select a novel either on that list or another 

novel by an author whose works appear on this list for independent study.  The list is long and has so many 

wonderful works that we just don’t have time to read in just one year.  This is your chance to explore and read a 

work that specifically speaks to your own personal interests. 



7 

CLASS POLICIES 

 

Materials Needed 

Pen with dark color ink or pencil for hand-written work, a notebook, and paper.  Handwritten papers should be turned in 

on paper that is intact, standard-sized (8.5” x 11”), free of doodles, and with clean edges. 

 

Personal laptop computers may be used in class at particular times.  We have a class set of chrome books that we will use 

often. 

 

Typed work should be completed via Google documents and placed in a shared folder which I will create for you and 

finished assignments will be uploaded to Google Classroom.  Papers submitted via Google docs and Google Classroom 

need not be physically printed out.  You each have a Haywood County Schools gmail account which is the account you 

should use with Google documents.   Please type all papers in 12 pt. Garamond (which uses 27% less ink than Times 

New Roman—let’s be as green as possible!). 

 

Electronic Devices 

Cell phones and tablets need to be turned off and placed it in the organizer to the left of the window when you arrive in 

the room (not when class begins).  Unless you have made a compelling argument with me ahead of time why you need to 

use a particular device for a particular assignment, it must not be out.  As mentioned above, we will use chrome books 

often to write and revise, and at some specified times students may listen to music to drown out background noise while 

I conference with students individually. 

Food & Drinks 

Throughout the year we will be reading, discussing, and writing about great works of literature.  It is a civilized endeavor.  

I have found that drinking hot tea, a civilized beverage, adds a sophisticated ambience to these discussions.  Therefore, 

we have a tea cart.  I will supply hot water; feel free to bring in your favorite mug and tea.   Sugary drinks, energy drinks, 

candy, and general vending machine junk food, however, are all prohibited. 

Absences 

Class begins promptly at the designated time.  If not in your seat and ready to go at that time, you will be marked tardy.  
 
The PHS Tardy Policy is as follows:   

 All students late to school or class must sign in with ISS.  Students signing into ISS 5 minutes after the bell rings 
will be sent to the office for skipping. 

 Upon the 6th tardy students will be referred to the office by Sheila Aldridge, ISS.  Parents will be notified. 

 7th Tardy - Lunch Detention 

 8th Tardy and beyond - 1 Day ISS 

 Excessive tardies could constitute alternative student placement. 
  

Six absences per semester is the limit.  A seventh, eighth, and ninth absence may be made up in Saturday School.  Any 

absences over nine (or six if missing days have not been made up) results in a failing grade for the class, unless an appeals 

process is successful. 

 

Grading  

Due to grade inflation, most students entering this class have been used to receiving A’s on the bulk, or even the entirety, 

of their work.  The standards of this class will be much higher and you should adjust your expectations of what is a good 

grade. 
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Each of your assignments will be weighted based on its overall significance and then averaged with all other grades. 

 Weights will be: 

0.5: A minor assignment, something quickly completed. 

1.0: A standard classroom assignment, a daily grade. 

2.0: A pop-quiz or short in-class writing assignment 

3.0: An announced quiz or significant in-class writing assignment. 

4.0: A test or out-of-class paper. 

 

Late Work 

In this class, assignments are all given with notice and plenty of time.  For that reason, late work is only accepted within 

three days of the due date with a penalty of -10 points per day late.  If you do have a real problem in your life that you 

think is worth an extension, please see me ahead of time.   

Once, and only once, during the class, you may turn in an assignment on the following school day after it is due without 

penalty.  When you are taking advantage of this, please turn in a sheet of paper with your name on it, indicating that you 

are taking your extension.  Otherwise, late work will be penalized as indicated above, to a maximum penalty of thirty 

points.  Assignments more than three school days past due may not be made up and will be recorded as a zero. 

Paper Corrections 

(Almost?) everything in life is a work in progress.  For major written assignments, you may turn in a revision of the final 

graded assignment to potentially bring up your grade.  You must turn in the revision within four school days of receiving 

the graded copy, and the original graded version must be attached.  There is typically a grade cap of 90 for revised papers 

and the original graded paper must have a grade of D- or better.  This is to avoid creating an incentive to turn in very 

poor work simply to get an extension through the revision process.   

 

Specific Paper Criteria:   

The standard grade of A- indicates that the writing demonstrates competency in the focus areas, but which fails to 

distinguish itself beyond that competency.  This grade indicates a strong grasp of the essential writing skills we expect 

students should be able to produce on a consistent basis. 

 

First semester paper criteria:   

Papers must demonstrate 

1) An introduction of at least four sentences that ends with the thesis statement as its final sentence, a thesis 

statement that contains both an observation and an insight.  In formal literary analysis, this will take the form of 

explaining how one or more literary devices produces a particular effect. 

2) Body paragraphs 

A) that feature clear, analytical topic sentences,  

B) that are supported with plentiful evidence, the bulk of which is well-selected, well-edited, and well-

integrated textual evidence,  

C) that explain how the evidence supports the topic sentence through supporting commentary,  

D) that end with a concluding sentence that more than summarizing the idea, instead expands the idea, 

tying it back to the thesis statement,  

E) and that are unified around the subject matter of the topic sentence. 

3) A conclusion of at least four sentences that begins with a restatement (not a copy) of the thesis and attempts 

to broaden out the paper’s ideas in such a way that provides a clear purpose to the paper. 

4) A paper that is free of any simple grammar and punctuation errors and has no misspelled words. 
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Second semester paper criteria:   

Papers must demonstrate 

1) An introduction that introduces the topic in such a way as to encourage the interest of the reader, and ends 

with a thesis statement that contains both an observation and an insight.  In formal literary analysis, this will take 

the form of explaining how one or more literary devices produces a particular effect. 

2) An organizational paragraph structure where each paragraph builds logically off of the one before.  The 

paragraphs should not be able to be easily reordered as that is a hallmark feature of a five-paragraph essay, which 

you should be moving past. 

3) Body paragraphs  

A) that feature clear, analytical topic sentences,  

B) that are supported with plentiful evidence, the bulk of which is well-selected, well-edited, and well-

integrated textual evidence,  

C) that explain how the evidence supports the topic sentence through supporting commentary,  

D) that end with a concluding sentence that, more than summarizing the idea,  expand the idea, tying it 

back to the thesis statement,  

E) and that are unified around the subject matter of the topic sentence. 

4) A conclusion that restates the thesis without merely parroting it and which broadens out to a larger idea that 

makes the paper’s case for its own significance.  

5) A mastery of spelling, punctuation, and grammar with no simple errors and few (or none) of any other kind. 

6) The use of transitional devices to link not only paragraphs but ideas within paragraphs as well.  

 

Factors that will raise the grade above that of an A- 

1) Stylistic elements  

A) Strong word-choice  

B) Purposeful sentence variety in both length and structure (e.g., simple, compound, etc.) 

C) Graceful sentence structure through such elements as parallel structure, sentence balance, periodic 

sentences, and (carefully used) polysyndeton 

2) Insightful, thoughtful, creative, or otherwise powerful argumentation 

3) Mastering elements beyond what is currently expected (i.e, writing with an element on the English IV, second 

nine-weeks list while in still in English II).   

 

These elements tend to be those that go above and beyond, and more importantly, are not necessarily easy to replicate 

consistently.  It does not seem fair to expect students to offer consistently insightful arguments or particularly graceful 

sentences in the same way that we expect students to consistently offer up textual evidence in support of a thesis.  The 

former requires a spark of inspiration, while the latter only requires a good work ethic. 

 

Factors that will lower the grade below that of an A- 

1)  Failure to meet minimum page length requirements - the maximum grade possible of a paper will be its fraction of the 

length requirement, up to a maximum value of one.  For example, a paper that is two pages out of a minimum of three 

will have a fraction of ⅔, and thus a capped grade of 67. 

2)  Not meeting one or more standards above - the older and more core the standard, the more effect it will have on the 

grade - thus failing to integrate textual evidence properly counts more than an introduction that fails to engage the reader 

in English IV as it is an older standard that students should have mastered. 

A) Therefore papers with a grade between B- and B+ are characterized by problems in areas of the paper writing 

that are newer (e.g., complex organizational structures or conclusions that broaden out to a larger idea) but show 

competency in core areas (e.g., solid thesis statements, well-supported & analytical body paragraphs). 
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B)  Papers with a grade of C- to C+ are characterized by significant problems in newer areas and may contain 

some weaknesses in core areas.  They may lapse into plot summary rather than analysis. 

C)  Papers with a grade of D- to D+ are characterized by significant problems in core areas (e.g., paragraphs that 

feature little or no textual evidence or many simple errors such as failing to capitalize proper nouns). 

D)  Papers that receive a grade of F are characterized as incomplete or reveal a profound lack of competency in 

multiple areas. 

E)  Papers that are found to be guilty of plagiarism, whether using exact words without attribution, using ideas 

without attribution, or failing to sufficiently alter paraphrased sections, will receive a grade of zero and a referral 

to the principal. 

 

AP Exam 

You are required to take the AP Exam at the end of the year.  The AP English Literature and Composition Exam uses 

multiple-choice questions and free-response prompts to test students' skills in literary analysis of prose and verse texts.  

The multiple choice section tests critical reading skills. Students read several passages and answer questions about the 

content, form, and style of each.  The free-response section tests students' ability to analyze and interpret literary texts by 

composing clear and effective essays. 

 

Exam Format 

Section I:  Multiple Choice—55 Questions | 1 Hour | 45% of Exam Score 

 Includes excerpts from drama, verse, or prose fiction 

 Each excerpt is accompanied by several multiple-choice questions 

Section II :  Free Response—3 Free-Response Questions | 2 Hours | 55% of Exam Score 

 Students write essays that respond to three free-response prompts from the following categories: 

 A literary analysis of a given poem 

 A literary analysis of a given passage of prose fiction (this may include drama) 

 An analysis that examines a specific concept, issue, or element in a work of literary merit selected by the 

student 

 

Personal Conferences 

I will be available to meet with you as needed, before or after school.  Schedule an appointment with me ahead of time 

for 7:30–7:45 or 3:10–3:25.  Do not miss your appointments.  During these conferences we can discuss questions or 

problems from prior papers, or I can help you with any problems on papers you are currently working on (such as 

sentence structure, logical organization, balancing generalizations with specifics, tone, voice, diction, etc.).  Have an idea 

of what you want to work on before coming in to a conference.  In addition, all papers will be returned via individual 

conferences, scheduled before or after school, beginning the day after the paper has been turned in.  This means you can 

plan on getting your papers back within 1 to 10 school days of turning it in.   

  

Questions? 

Feel free to contact me via e-mail at shanson@haywood.k12.nc.us when you need some help.  I can’t guarantee quick 

turn-around on an answer, but I usually check my e-mail quite often.   

 

For more information 

Checkout apcentral.collegeboard.com for complete information on the AP curriculum and exam.  Please be aware that there 

are two AP English classes:  AP English Literature and AP English Language.  Make sure any information you look for 

on the website is for the correct course. 

You may also find assignments and resources on my website: 

 http://teacher.haywood.k12.nc.us/apenglishliteratureandcomposition/ 
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REFERENCE: 

Thesis Statement 

A good thesis statement is made up of two parts, an observation and an insight.  The observation is, well, the 

thing you observe, and the insight is the bit about why the observation is important.  The best observations are 

perceptive.  For us that means ones that an average reader might miss on their first reading. 

 

Literature, like most subjects, can be approached from a variety of angles.  These are called critical approaches. 

 We might focus on how the formal elements (character and setting and symbolism and sound and those sorts of 

things) work to create an effect on the audience.  Take film.  Think of how the formal elements (shot 

composition, editing, lighting, music, etc.) work to make the audience feel a particular emotion.  A formal 

analysis would break down exactly how one or more of these elements worked to make the audience feel a 

particular way.  You may have less experience with literature, but it works much the same way.  This is the most 

common critical approach we will use this year, but there are many others we’ll explore. 

 

When assigned to write a thesis statement, you’re being asked to come up with the idea that will guide a piece of 

writing.  It is the foundation.  A weak thesis = a weak paper.  Time spent developing a good idea, a good thesis, 

will pay off later. 

 

Formal analysis, one of the main approaches we will use this year, means that we will tend to focus on the text 

itself and not on any outside sources such as histories or biographies.  It also means that the insight bit of the 

thesis statement will usually be related to tone or theme.  So if you figure out an important theme in the work 

and you observe some literary devices which reinforce that theme, you have the raw materials you need for an 

excellent thesis statement. 

 

When developing a thesis based on formal analysis consider this basic template: 

 

The author uses X [some literary device or devices] in order to Y [where Y is some effect created, often a tone or 

theme].   

 

Here are a few examples of this idea in action that I’ve pulled from the last few semesters of English II papers. 

 As in the essential question section above, the X section is underlined and the Y section is in italics.  Note that 

there can be more than one X (e.g., in the third example below), but there is rarely more than a single Y. 

 

*  Dostoevsky uses dialogue to highlight the differences between Raskolnikov and Svidrigailov, revealing the contrast 

between the ordinary and extraordinary man. 

 

*  The figurative language used in Richard III highlights and emphasizes Richard’s abhorrent qualities and 

contributes to his characterization as the villain. 

 

*  Using the tools of syntax and figurative language, Joseph Conrad constructs a foreboding atmosphere in his novella 

Heart of Darkness.  

 

Remember this is just a template - you don’t want to get in the habit of simply following a formula or an existing 

pattern. 
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Other literary approaches might work equally well.  New Historicism focuses on a work within its historical and 

sociological context.  Simply, what were people doing and thinking at the time the work was written, and why 

does that matter for the work in question. A biographical analysis focuses on the connections between an 

author’s life and their writings.  It probably matters that before writing Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad was 

hired by a company as a steamship captain in the Congo.  Figuring out what exactly and why exactly is the trick 

behind a good thesis. 

 

Integration of Textual Evidence 

The thesis statement is the idea.  It still has to be supported.  One of the most effective ways is to quote source 

material - lines from a poem or a novel or a speech.  Many beginning students often just include the source 

material as a sentence all by itself. 

Let’s say a student wants to write about how Joseph Conrad often describes Africans as shapes or objects instead 

of human beings.  And so the student quotes this sentence in this manner: 

 

“Near the same tree two more bundles of acute angles sat with their legs drawn up.”   

 

If something like this shows up in your writing, I’ll probably call it a quote-bomb.  That’s not good. 

 

We need to select the most important parts of that sentence, edit them out, and then integrate them into our 

sentence.  So what’s the bit we really need?  The acute angles line, right?  And if we incorporate our argument 

into it, we can combine both into an effective sentence.   Like this: 

 

Conrad’s description of the Africans often dehumanizes them - reducing them to “acute angles” instead of 

human beings (Conrad 32). 

 

One common pitfall - the not really integrated comma splice integration sentence.  So a comma splice is when 

you join two independent clauses (a part of a sentence that could stand alone as its own sentence) with just a 

comma (e.g., I went to the store, I bought eggs.)  Often beginning students will integrate their textual evidence 

by taking their sentence and tacking on a quote-bomb after it and joining the two with just a comma.  For 

example: 

 

Svidrigailov stays relaxed even as he talks about anything, “Svidrigailov himself was exceedingly cool and quiet as 

he was saying this”(253). 

 

Do you see how the sentence above connects the two parts with just a comma?  Neither part is integrated with 

the other.  The quote is just a quote-bomb connected to another sentence with a comma splice.  It’s a common 

problem to watch out for. 

 

Basic Paragraph Structure 

Paragraphs are the bread and butter of our class this year.  We will write them again and again and again.  In 

order to be successful and to earn a grade that will make you happy, it is essential that you master the basics of 

writing a paragraph.  So here’s a sample written for a class of students who were responding to a prompt about 

The Road by Cormac McCarthy.  The prompt asked the students to show how the character’s relationship to the 

past contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole. 
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As you read this paragraph, you’ll notice it begins with a topic sentence - the sentence that opens up the 

paragraph and defines the argument that paragraph will make.  Keep it clear and keep it free of evidence.  You 

have the rest of the paragraph to put evidence in. 

 

From there, the middle of the paragraph, the bulk of it, is evidence in support of the topic sentence and 

commentary to explain just how that evidence ties back to the topic sentence.  Some sentences are pure 

evidence.  Some are pure commentary.  Some are a bit of both.  There’s no set pattern.  Evidence should be 

plentiful - notice in this sample paragraph that there are five specific references to the text to support the topic 

sentence.  In general, consider three pieces of evidence per paragraph as a minimum. 

 

Finally, we end with a concluding sentence.  Beginning writers often leave this off.  We need to wrap all of this 

up and, hopefully, expand on it.  It should not have any evidence in it, nor should it be commentary related to a 

single piece of evidence.  It’s wrapping the whole paragraph up. 

 
Give it a read: 

 
The man believes that his survival in the present depends upon his ability to forget the past.  He believes 

that “the right dreams for a man in peril [are] dreams of peril” (16).  To dream of the pleasant past is to wallow 

in “languor,” that is, to lack spirit or vitality and to possess physical weakness and emotional softness (16). 

 Survival demands purging these entirely.  To that end, he leaves his wife’s picture on a bridge one day in his 

travels and moves on (49).  Nonetheless, he struggles to forget his wife and so he cannot help but remember the 

night he spent on the beach with his wife under the stars where he told her that, “if he were God he would have 

made the world just so and no different” (217).  He remembers feeling “the tops of her stockings through the 

thin stuff of her dress” as they sat next to each other in the theatre (16).  He cannot escape these memories.  Yet 

his survival depends upon doing so.  This struggle reinforces the awful transition the survivors face: that to 

survive in the new world one must forget the best moments of the old one. 

If you are wondering what an A+ standard is, that’s it above. 
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Sentence Construction Tips 

This year we are going to delve into style.  Style is what makes one grammatically correct sentence preferable to 

another grammatically correct sentence. 

 

Here’s a simple example: 

A) The bed was made by me. 

B)  I made the bed. 

 

Which is better?  You chose B, right?  Right?  Okay, good.  Sentence B is in the active voice (the subject of the 

sentence (I) is doing the action of the verb (made).  Sentence A is in the passive voice where the subject (the bed) 

isn’t doing anything.  Stuff is being done to it.  In most cases, the active voice is going to be shorter, clearer, and 

more engaging than passive voice sentences. 

 

So tip one:  prefer the active voice. 

 

Here are some more: 

 

Prefer active verbs.  What’s an active verb?  It’s when the subject is doing something.  And it doesn’t have to be 

terribly active.  Even the verb think is an active verb, even if the action does not seem to involve much in the way 

of motion.   

 

Similarly, for clarity and brevity, try to make the subject of the sentence the key idea of your paper.  Generally, 

this leads to a shorter, clearer sentence. 

 

Parallel structure can make a sentence great.  What is it? It’s the repetition of grammatical structure.  Here’s a 

simple example:  I went to the store and bought eggs, milk, and bread.  Parallel structure often takes the form of 

lists - and in this case we have noun, noun, and noun.  That’s the repeated structure. 

 

It’s not very impressive though. 

 

Here’s one from Dwight Eisenhower, former President of the United States: 

 

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft 

from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not 

spending money alone. 

 

“It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children." 

 

So I’ve bolded the parallel bits and I hope you’ll agree that parallel structure creates a wonderful balance, grace, 

and forcefulness to the writing. 

 

Incidentally, when parallel structure has three elements to it, we call it a tricolon.  For whatever aesthetic reason, 

three elements just sound particularly wonderful to our ears.  Keep that in mind.  Now if you need four items, 

use four items.  Don’t cut one out just to get a tricolon.  Content should always win out against form.  
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Finally, keep your word-choice as natural and accurate as possible.  Don’t use a fancy Greek or Latin root word 

just because it sounds fancy.  You’ll find that your vocabulary will grow dramatically as you advance your 

education, particularly if you approach your reading and writing assignments seriously.  True story:  I had a 

student who was writing on Jane Eyre and wanted to talk about how the title character was weakened.  She 

flipped through a thesaurus and came up with the word emasculate, which is a synonym of weak to be sure.  But 

it specifically means to make a man less masculine.  To apply it to Jane Eyre, a woman, was obviously wrong, and 

frankly, pretty funny. 

 

Be a conscientious reader and writer and your vocabulary will grow quickly enough and you will rarely, if ever, 

use a word unnaturally. 

 

And there are your starter tips for good sentence writing.  I hope you found that helpful. 

 

Plagiarism & Documentation 

Always assume that plagiarism will result in a grade of zero and a referral to Mrs. Barker.  I may, if I feel 

comfortable in divining that the plagiarism was unintentional, merely issue a warning.  But that is at my 

discretion.     

 

Remember, plagiarism can occur is several ways.  If you use someone else’s words without quoting them -- that’s 

plagiarism.  But so too is taking someone else’s words and changing them only a little.  Finally using someone 

else’s ideas that are expressed in your own words is still plagiarism. 

 

Don’t copy & paste your papers from the internet.  Not even a little.  Give credit for words and ideas that are 

not your own and you shouldn’t run into any significant problems. 

 

In English class we will be using MLA documentation.  All work turned in for this class should be done in MLA-

style.  At the end of the reference guide is a sample page you should use as a model for your papers.  As in all 

things -- when you have a question about it, ask. 
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SAMPLE MLA-STYLE FIRST PAGE 

Alex Lifeson [Your name goes here] 

Mrs. Hanson [Teacher/Professor here] 

English II [Class goes here] 

10 August 2015 [Date here] 

Title Goes Here 

Though some teachers and professors in your future will require you to make a title page, I will not.  Instead, I’d 

like your first page to resemble this one.  Note that this page has 1” margins on all sides, is double-spaced, and is in a 

standard font and size, just as your paper is required to be.  Remember, everything in MLA format is double-spaced 

without exception.  If you find your word-processor adds an extra space when you hit enter, try using shift-enter to avoid 

that. You should put page numbers in the top right corner using your last name followed by the page number, e.g., 

Lifeson 2 would go in the top right corner of this paper’s second page. 

Remember a research paper must have a works cited page.  In addition, every time you use a quote, idea, or fact 

you pull from an outside source, whether you quote it directly or not, you must use an in-text citation.  Failure to give 

proper credit to your sources is considered plagiarism, a serious academic violation that can lead to a failing grade for the 

entire assignment, or worse. 

Finally, don’t forget to carefully proofread your paper.  Proofreading should not be limited to a computerized 

spell-check.  Two off ten I sea miss takes that spell check can knot catch.  

 

 

 

 

 


