
 

June 2017 
Dear AP Lang/Comp Juniors, 

Welcome to junior year and to AP Language and Composition. We’re looking forward to 
meeting you, having some great discussion, reading compelling arguments, and unraveling our 
ideas through writing. In that the primary focus of this course will be nonfiction, we hope it 
offers an interesting departure from other English courses you’ve had.  

To get started, we are asking you to read three kinds of things over the summer. There are 
many titles below, but fear not, it’s less than 175 pages total. In this course, we will read many 
shorter texts, as opposed to, say, 10 long books (though we will read a few books during the 
year, too). Reading effectively--annotating, responding, questioning, thinking as you read--is 
critical to joining the arguments about which you will be expected to write effectively. In this 
course, hopefully you will learn to do both. 
 
Guide questions for the works below are attached to this letter; use these questions as you take 
notes on the readings. Read “Structure” first so as to consider John McPhee’s ideas as you reflect 
on the organization of each of the other pieces.We will discuss the questions and the organization 
of the readings in the fall. 
 
While there is no formal writing assignment, your annotations in response to the readings 
will be checked at the beginning of the year. Your annotations should include: 
● Highlighting and marginal notes in the book or on the copies you’ve been given, 
● Written notes addressing the guide questions to each of the readings, 
● Written notes in detail on at least one meaningful, or interesting, or important, or 

confusing passage in each essay, and why you selected it.  
 
You can find the Orlean’s book in bookstores or the library. A packet of all the other readings 
is available in the English office (359).  Your readings include: 
 
1. John McPhee, “Structure”--READ THIS FIRST. McPhee is a winner of the Pulitzer Prize for 
general nonfiction. His essay “Structure” appeared in 2013 in The New Yorker, where he has 
written for some fifty years. In this essay, McPhee writes about how he gets the job of writing 
done, with particular emphasis on organization. McPhee shows you that the shape of an essay is 
as up for grabs as the words you choose and the ideas you articulate--in many ways the 
organization is the idea. 
 
2. A series of essays published within the past three years regarding current issues about college, 
issues which include the value of a college education, choices regarding the type of college to 
attend and why, and what exactly can be gained from a college education. While you are not in 
college yet, these are the kinds of problems you’ll be forced to wrestle with as a thinking adult in 
our society, and we’ve made an attempt to show you countervailing positions. The essays include 
the following: 

A. Stephanie Owen and Isabel Sawhill, “Should Everyone Go to College?” 
B. Sanford J. Ungar, “The New Liberal Arts” 
C. Charles Murray, “Are Too Many People Going to College?” 
D. Liz Addison, “Two Years Are Better than Four” 



 

E. Gerald Graff, “Hidden Intellectualism” 
F. Michelle Obama, “Bowie State University Commencement Speech” 

 
3. Selections from Susan Orlean’s The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup. Orlean has been a staff 
writer for The New Yorker for more than twenty years. Her book of profiles is a demonstration of 
the act of discovery that good nonfiction writing can be. The selections you must read include: 

A. The Introduction 
B. “The American Man, Age Ten” 
C. “Show Dog” 
D. “The Maui Surfer Girls” 
E. “A Gentle Reign” 
F. “La Matadora Revisa Su Maquillaje” 
G. Plus any five other selections from the book 

 

Finally, we hope you do have time to read on a beach, mountain top, or front porch swing this 
summer, but when you read these texts, read like it counts: be prepared to discuss and write 
meaningfully about these readings immediately upon your return to school in September. You 
will not be able to catch up if you begin the year behind in your reading. 

Feel free to stop by and see either one of us before the end of the year. If any questions come up, 
you can send a message to tom_fabian@newton.k12.ma.us, or derek_knapp@newton.k12.ma.us. 
Enjoy your summer and enjoy your reading. 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Tom Fabian                                                Derek Knapp  
Room 271/273     Office: 358K; Room: 268 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
AP Lang/Comp Reading Guide—“Structure” 

 



 

1) You’ve been encouraged in English classes to understand that stories, poems, and plays tell 
us something about our lives through their art. It’s sometimes a struggle to really get that. It 
is then perhaps more difficult to think about human meaning in works that purport simply to 
impart information. What might John McPhee’s essay be about, other than organizing 
essays? Does McPhee have a thesis? What do you think his purpose is? 

2) Think about why McPhee includes each of the following sections in his essay: 
a) “The picnic-table crisis” that opens the essay; 
b) “Encounters with the Archdruid” section, specifically his discussion of placing 

Brower’s life details (48-49); 
c) Figures 1-7; 
d) The discussion on the tension between organizing chronologically versus 

thematically; 
e) The long section in which McPhee discusses the editing software he uses. 

3) You are shown a number of drawings of outlines in the essay. Consider how McPhee 
structures an essay about structure. What do you think McPhee’s outline for this essay might 
look like?  

 
 
 
 

AP Lang/Comp Reading Guide—Essays about college 
 

1) In your speech unit during sophomore year, you likely learned about ways that writers 
persuade through the use of the rhetorical appeals : ethos, pathos, and logos. What are some 
examples of the rhetorical appeals that you see being made in these arguments? Which 
appeals in which arguments seem the most convincing to you?  

 
2) In all of these essays, the writers stake out their own positions, which is more than just a 

‘side’ in an argument. You are not expected to fully agree or disagree with any of these 
positions. Consider what parts you do agree with and what parts you don’t. Do any of the 
parts seem to contradict one another? How would your own position be different from any 
one of these writers on any one of these topics?  

 
3) What do you imagine each of these writers to be like? Literally, how old do you think they 

are, what do you think they look like, what assumptions do you make about what they know? 
Who do you think they are speaking to, specifically? What do you know about them already? 

 
4) What did you know about the topic of each essay before you started reading? How essential 

was that knowledge to your understanding? What do you think the writer has left 
unexplained or assumes that you’ll just get? 

 
 

AP Lang/Comp Reading Guide—The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup 
 



 

1) What makes an effective profile? How do these specific profiles illustrate Orlean’s own 
answer to that question in her introduction? Consider how each profile begins and ends. How 
would you describe the style and tone of each profile?  

 
2) What do you think is Orlean’s goal in writing a profile? In addition to getting to know about 

a specific person, what is she perhaps trying to convince you of? 
 
3) How does she seem to acquire the necessary information for her profiles? What kinds of 

questions does she ask? How does she frame the illustration of the subject in time and/or 
place? Where does she include information from outside of this frame? 

 
4) What do you notice about her structural choices? How does she organize events? How does 

she work to synthesize the information she has gathered?  
 
5) Choose one of the five required essays and create a structure map a la John McPhee. In other 

words, how might McPhee have mapped out this essay if he were preparing to write it? 
 
 
 
 


