AP ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION

2010 SCORING COMMENTARY

Question 1

Overview 

The synthesis question examined students’ ability to develop their own position on a given topic, referring to and incorporating sources as they did so. The synthesis question, moreover, called for students to demonstrate the ability to summarize, paraphrase and quote properly from sources and to cite them accurately. The question asked students to consider six sources — five texts and one cartoon — about the “ubiquitous presence of information technologies” in their culture. The prompt directed students to write an essay, synthesizing at least three of the sources for support, in which they were to “evaluate the most important factors that a school should consider before using particular technologies in curriculum and instruction.” 

Sample: 1A 

Score: 8

This response effectively develops a position that evaluates the most important factors that a school should consider before deciding to use particular technologies in curriculum and instruction, arguing that “its negatives still outweigh its positives.” Following a thorough introduction, the essay moves to the first factor to be considered: “although technology is the ‘modern’ way of learning, a deficiency of valuable life skills is formed due to the ignorance and unproductivity formed by technological advancements.” The student thoroughly develops the position, beginning in the second paragraph by effectively explaining evidence from Source E, Gelernter’s argument that “‘… children are overwhelmed by information even without the internet,’” and Source C, Dyson’s argument that children who frequently play video games “develop a lack of skills.” The third paragraph builds on ideas from the second: “new electronic devices have been known to distract children immensely, causing a lack of imagination and short attention spans.” Here the student again refers explicitly to evidence from Dyson and Gelernter and adds: “Source F, a cartoon depicting a child huddled in front of a TV watching — ironically — a nature program instead of playing outside, shows the contradictions and irony in the expansion of technology.” The final paragraph offers perceptive commentary: “Technology may be shiny and easier to use, but in the long run, it destroys character and foundations of the educational system.” With a clear argument, appropriate and convincing evidence and explanations, and clear control of language and organization, the student presents an effective synthesis of the sources used. 

Sample: 1B 

Score: 6 

This essay adequately develops a position that evaluates the most important factors that a school should consider before deciding to use particular technologies in curriculum and instruction. The student’s intentions are clear but less precise or thoughtful than those found in higher-scoring essays: “If harnessed correctly, this technology will be a useful teaching tool, allowing teachers to facilitate student discussions and learning in an easier and more relatable manner.” The factors addressed — that teachers need to relate to students, that technology “promotes short attention spans,” that technology should be “blended with traditional learning in order to maximize efficiency,” and that technology hinders creativity — all loosely connect to the sources used. The essay adequately synthesizes the sources without directly quoting from them, and the prose is generally clear.

Sample: 1C 

Score: 3 

This response presents the position that “[c]omputers and technology is [sic] a driving force in our society, its [sic] beneficial to all of us in some way or shape, however it comes with a cost.” However, the essay demonstrates less success in evaluating the important factors that a school should consider in using computers and technology. Four sources are acknowledged, but the student displays less perception and understanding of the sources, and the limited connection between the sources and the essay’s position results in less convincing explanations and examples. The essay also shows less maturity in control of writing, with errors in grammar, usage and diction: “Computers in the classroom seems like an innovative, groundbreaking idea, however for the same reasons it would succeed, may also be its blunder.”

Student Performance Q&A:

2010 AP English Language and Composition

Free-Response Questions

Question 1

What was the intent of this question? 

The synthesis question examined students’ ability to develop their own position on a given topic, referring to and incorporating sources as they did so. The synthesis question, moreover, called for students to demonstrate the ability to summarize, paraphrase and quote properly from sources and to cite them accurately. The question asked students to consider six sources — five texts and one cartoon — about the “ubiquitous presence of information technologies” in their culture. The prompt directed students to write an essay, synthesizing at least three of the sources for support, in which they were to “evaluate the most important factors that a school should consider before using particular technologies in curriculum and instruction.” 

How well did students perform on this question? 

The mean score was 4.63 out of a possible 9 points. Given the indisputable presence of information technology in their lives, students generally found the topic quite accessible. Their responses revealed the tremendous impact technology is already having on their education. While many extolled the benefits of technology for teaching and learning, a substantial proportion criticized its omnipresence, citing the effect technology in schools has on human interaction, experiential education, and thoughtful immersion in the world of imaginative writing. The most successful responses seemed attuned to the importance of public conversations about issues involving education: one excellent essay argued that “schools are sometimes too quick to incorporate new technologies into their classrooms in the name of progress,” while another noted that a school’s primary goal must be “to educate people and develop optimal learning environments.” At the core of successful responses was the use of sources to support the student’s own insights. Students who could consider sources and use them as a springboard to develop their own original position demonstrated clearly many features of effective writing.
What were common student errors or omissions? 

The most common errors resulted from students’ failure to consider carefully two important words in the prompt: “evaluate the most important factors that a school should consider before using particular technologies in curriculum and instruction.” Rather than defining and evaluating factors that schools should consider, ineffective responses generally just described the widespread presence of information technologies in students’ lives, either within the boundaries of school or beyond them. Similarly, ineffective responses often talked about these technologies in very general, rather than particular and specific, terms. The result of both of these faulty strategies was usually an essay that argued either in favor of or against the impact of technology, rather than one that evaluated the factors a school should consider before incorporating technology in curriculum and instruction. 

Other common errors resembled those that have been present since the introduction of the synthesis question on the 2007 AP Exam. The following simply recasts three points made in last year’s “Student Performance Q&A”: 

 Instead of using the sources to develop a position on the most important factors a school should consider before incorporating technology in its curriculum and instruction, many students merely repeated information from the sources, often just responding personally to the sources without trying to incorporate them into their own position. In addition, some students divided the sources into “pro” and “con” categories, again failing to connect this move to the development of their own position. 

 Instead of using the sources to support a position, many students allowed a summary or paraphrase of the sources to drive the development of the response. Indeed, some essays attempted to shoehorn the summary/paraphrase process into a five-paragraph theme: formulaic introduction, one paragraph about each of the sources, formulaic conclusion. 

 Instead of showing the connection of a source to the position being developed, some students simply asserted their position or presented a quotation from a source as a self-evident proof, without providing further explanation or connection. 

Based on your experience of student responses at the AP Reading, what message would you like to send to teachers that might help them to improve the performance of their students on the exam?

 Be sure students understand that the most frequent type of writing they will do in college is source-based writing. Students will regularly be called on to develop a position — be it informational, explanatory or argumentative — and to support that position not solely by summarizing or paraphrasing sources but by entering into conversation with the sources and incorporating them in the development of the position. (For a good overview of source-based writing in college, see Mary Kay Mulvaney, “Analytic Writing in College: Forms, Sites, and Strategies,” in David A. Jolliffe, ed., AP English Language: Reading and Writing Analytically [New York: The College Board, 2008]: 19–42.) 

 Help students understand the various ways writers engage with their sources to develop a position. An inexperienced writer’s typical move is to find sources that agree with his or her position; however, an effective writer generally moves beyond the “agree with” or “disagree with” relationship with sources. Students need practice with using sources to extend or counter an idea or make connections among ideas. 

 Teach students how to introduce quoted, summarized or paraphrased material from sources and how to incorporate quoted or paraphrased material in their own syntax. The simple dropping in of quoted material, whether a brief passage or a long quotation, is jarring, ineffective writing.

 Continue emphasizing to students that any material they synthesize in their own positions, whether they quote it, summarize it or paraphrase it, must be cited. To prepare for the AP English Language and Composition Exam, students can practice the simplified citation method recommended by the prompt, but they should also become familiar with the more widely accepted citation styles — for example, MLA and APA — that they will need to use in college papers. 

 Continue to show students how to analyze rhetorically the positions and points made by nontextual sources (such as charts, graphs, pictures and cartoons), so that students are able to synthesize such material into their own compositions.
