Advanced Placement English Literature and Composition with Mr. Bah

A Letter to Students

Welcome Students,

When taken correctly, this course can be one of the most rewarding, and also one of the most challenging of courses. You will get out of an AP English class, what you put into it. The literature we read will at times be difficult and will demand rereading and concentration. You will be asked to read the texts carefully, and often more quickly than you might have read in the past. But the works should prove interesting and rewarding to read and consider.
Most of your writing for class will be expository, interpretive, analytical or argumentative, maybe with some descriptive and narrative writing done early in the year.

In this course, you will also prepare for the AP English Literature and Composition examination by performing on-demand, timed, in-class writing; taking practice AP tests; and having the occasional discussion about the AP exam. 
We will do most of our writing in class. Why? Because I want to know what you think and know, not what can be found on-line.  Also, the AP exam is still a hand-written, timed, in-class, on-demand test.

Attendance and Tardiness:

I have noted a strong correlation between attendance and student performance on the AP exam and class grades. I will enforce a stern class participation and attendance policy. It is difficult to make up missed class discussion time, even when your absence is excused. In a college English class, and in some AP classes, the instructor determines a student’s grade to a great extent by that student’s participation. If you miss class, even for excused absences and illness, you may be required to arrange your own discussion group and to document that discussion. Having said that, it might even be fun to have the discussion group (I recommend study groups for discussing literature), but for the class-work, it will be easier to be in class where I can verify your participation. If you are absent, assume you should form a study group, do missed work, read ahead, and take the initiative to do so. Otherwise, don’t miss class!

The Three Ps:

Be Prompt (ready to work when the bell rings) 

Be Prepared (reading completed, notes out, ready to work, and assignments ready—printed and stapled at home—before the bell rings)

Be Polite (as a colleague used to say, “Don’t spit in the soup we all have to eat.”)

Grading:

The AP scale for scoring essays is a nine-point scale. 9 or 8 ≈ A, 7≈B, 6≈C, 5≈D. I will use this scale but the “A” equivalent for the first few weeks will be set at 7 points. Later I will move it up to 8 to encourage further growth, and to be more aligned with the College Board Standard.
I use a point system with the grade based upon the percentage of total points available (90 percent of available points =A-, 80 percent=B-, etc.).
· Reading quizzes are typically worth 6—10 points, depending on length.

· Most essays (on the AP scale) are worth 7—8 points, with some longer ones, or more processed ones being worth double.
· I occasionally give a large, end of the book test, in place of quizzes—these may be worth much more.
· In general, students can expect to perform at least one task per week, sometimes two, for points—typically, two quizzes, or one in-class essay and a quiz.

I tend to be a generous grader/scorer. In the past, students who did not receive the “good grade” they thought they deserved were students who missed a lot of class, or failed to turn in work, or who did not do the reading.

Students need to read and write more than any teacher can grade. To encourage that students write a lot, and to make it possible for me to still provide responses to students, I may use, in addition to close reading of student work, a variety of “quick scoring” strategies, quizzes, and peer review. Some student writing is simply practice and may only be “checked off.” An analogy that might apply compares an AP English teacher to a track coach. Not every practice lap gets timed and critiqued by the coach. I will focus my close reading on those assignments that are most analogous to the big races, yet I will assign much practice that will be looked at for different things in a variety of ways.

Late work:

The due dates of major works assigned in advance are firm. I will accept late work, but may lower grades by one full step (letter or AP point scale) for each class that it is late. This late work policy applies even if you are absent for excused reasons (appointments  for which you can plan). Catastrophic events will be dealt with in an appropriate and sensitive manner. (Computer problems are not catastrophic events. Handwrite the assignment if necessary, or better yet, leave plenty of time to solve computer problems, or accept the late penalty.)

A Concern and Caution:

This is an honors class. The Tamalpais High School Academic policy applies to this class (as it does to all others). All work you present must be your own. Copying or paraphrasing another’s work without citation will be considered plagiarism and a violation of academic honesty. While writing papers for class, and during tests and quizzes, do nothing to create even a doubt about your integrity. If research, discussions or “outside” sources, have shaped your thinking, simply give proper credit to the sources of your ideas. Cite appropriately and include a bibliography if necessary. Also, while I encourage and require group discussions, study groups, and research, keep in mind that the purpose of these activities is to help you develop your own analytical and interpretive skills, and to give you models for the tone and voice used in literary interpretation. Copying, dividing a large assignment into parts when not directed to do so, using work from another class, or doing anything that violates the spirit of the assignment, might be considered a violation of academic honesty. After working in a study group, spend some time alone to imbue your thoughts with your own insights and voice before you write. See me if you need help with interpreting an assignment or if you need help with citing sources. (Any form of citation is better than none.) Before the year is over, I may require that students turn in papers to Turnitin.com or some other site. 

Cell Phones and Electronics:
I am aware that electronic devices are sometimes useful tools. I will sometimes ask you to look something up, and you may look something up after asking me, if the timing is appropriate. Ask first. Otherwise, I don’t want to see your phone, ipod, mp3 player, ear buds, gocams, etc.

My experience is that the device can be, and often is, especially for some students, too much of a distraction. Most of us need to disconnect, unplug, slow down, take a moment to contemplate the human experience from time to time, especially when given an opportunity to consider art or literature. I see my class as time to do just that.

So here is the policy in a nutshell: 

· If your device is a distraction to you or me (if I hear it or see it, or you looking at it, or you leaving the room, pretending to go to the bathroom, etc., to look at it) I may take it for the day (in accordance with school policy).

· If the device becomes a distraction a second time, I may require you to leave it with me every time you come to class for the remainder of the semester.

· If you have a legitimate need for the device to be available to you (you have a child in the care of another, you have a seriously sick relative, you are expecting a call from your boss—and it’s the only time she will call, you are waiting to find out if the Marine Corps will take you, etc.) let me know in advance and we will work out a way for you to get your call or message.
Materials:
· You are in a college level, honors, AP course. Bring your stuff:
· Your book, or handouts, etc.

· Lined, loose leaf paper (in a—)
· Binder

· Pens (I recommend eraseable ink and don’t want essays written in pencil)

· Pencils (for notes, scantron tests, other things)

· You may wish to use highlighters

· Post-its

I know I am leaving something off this list, so let’s start with these. There may be more later.

More thoughts on what you can expect this year:

· Expect to have some fun—literature is fun.

· Expect to work hard and to mostly be serious and focused.

· Expect the occasional “Random Rhetorical Moment.”  This is a discussion on some phenomenon in language we have seen in the world. For instance, we may discuss a particular literary work, advertisement, headline, statement or misstatement made by a celebrity or politician, and so on.

· Expect a longer discussion on the assigned reading nearly everyday.

· On any day, expect a quiz on the reading. You need to read to be prepared for discussions and to prepare for other college level work and the AP test. The quizzes are intended to give you incentive to do your reading, and to check on your progress through the literature.

· Expect me to look for your reading annotations (margin notes, marginalia, mark-ups, Post-Its®). In everything you read, identify and mark all things of interest. Find the thesis or passages that suggest a particular theme and mark it. Find devices and mark them, and speculate to what purpose or effect a device is being used. Revise your notes if further reading and thinking demands a revision of what you first perceived. Mark parts of the reading that support the theme or thesis.  Sometimes a quiz will take the form of me asking you to give me a page from your reading with margin notes. 

· Expect me to make judgement calls as to the depth of your consideration of the texts we read.

· Expect to read and re-read the assigned works.

· Expect me to assign enough reading so that you will have something to read most of the nights in a week.  Read ahead if you can to adjust for activities, which might prevent you from keeping this schedule.

· Expect most of your writing to be public. We will workshop (peer and class revision) many of your writings.

· Expect me to frown upon attempts to derail anyone’s train of thought in the class, especially mine.  If you are not prepared for class, or if things are getting too intense for you, keep this to yourself; don’t try to slow us down by cracking jokes, starting arguments or diverting attention.  No monkey wrenches in the gears, or as a colleague says, and as I pointed out above, “Don’t spit in the soup we all have to eat.”

· Expect me to expect you to participate for your grade. Be courteous, thoughtful, and generous in spirit. You get positive recognition from me when you defer to another when it is appropriate and frowns from me when you butt in. Timing is critical. Move quickly, but don’t foul your classmates.

· Raise your hand. To keep moving, remember the order of people whose hands I’ve acknowledged. Give me and each other a break if someone gets out of order occasionally.

Thank you for being here; I look forward to the year.
Mr. Bah

The Reading:

(I am currently tabulating a survey I gave students about their previous reading, and am using it to determine what books additional books might be available for reading this year.)

Currently, this is the list:

· The Secret Sharer by Joseph Conrad

· Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte

· Ethan Frome by Edith Wharton
· Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf

· Hamlet by William Shakespeare 
· Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad

· Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard 
· The Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams

With at least one additional work in consideration for class or small group reading:

· Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston

· Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison

· East of Eden by John Steinbeck

· Moby Dick by Melville

· For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway

· The Crucible by Arthur Miller 
Will read and analyze a variety of poetry.
We will also read about a half-dozen short stories.

And a few works of literary criticism.

