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AP  LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION  

Liberty Common High School 
Course Syllabus 
Instructor:  J. Tullius 
jtullius@libertycommon.org 
 

 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION :  
 
This course demands effective engagement with significant non-fiction texts for the 
purpose of identifying, appreciating, and cultivating the various skills intrinsic to 
production of logical and rhetorically compelling prose. The AP designation indicates 
that this course complies with the curricular requirements specified by the College 
Board. We will have the unique opportunity to look at some of the most superbly 
crafted arguments, speeches, debates, letters, and narratives in history, and we will use 
these to better our own understanding and use of the English language. 
 
WRITING EXPECTATIONS AND OBJECTIVES :  
 
Good composition reflects good thinking. Training in the former necessarily entails 
training in the latter. Students will therefore receive instruction in basic logical inference 
and deductive reasoning – forming effective generalizations from particular examples, 
and applying general principles to specific textual examples. Students are expected to 
enter the course with reasonable proficiency in clear, standard English, free of major 
mechanical errors. During the year students should progress in their grammatical and 
rhetorical skills through the production of multiple drafts and paper revisions. The 
instructor will provide significant feedback on early drafts (e.g. presentations) and final 
drafts, as well subsequent revisions. This feedback will address word choice, grammar, 
tone, syntax, organization, analytical depth, and argumentative skill. At each stage of 
the process the students are accountable for responding and adjusting to corrections. 
 
JOURNALS : 
 
Students must keep a reading journal or notebook. The purpose of this journal is to 
provide an organized record of particular exercises, vocabulary development, and 
answers to reflection questions. Exercises will include the practice and imitation of 
varying syntactical techniques (e.g. the additive or subordinating styles); 
experimentation with different sentence structures will often be incorporated with our 
vocabulary, of which the students must demonstrate appropriate written use (a 
minimum of five sentences per word, per week). 
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READINGS : 
 
We will read a wide variety of writings on various topics loosely organized under the 
themes of Knowledge, Virtue, and Sense. These will encompass more specific 
considerations such as education, politics, and aesthetics. In addition, we will read 
portions of texts on rhetoric and style, including but not limited to these reference 
books:  
 
Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student (Corbett and Connors) 
How to Write a Sentence (Fish) 
The Logic of Real Arguments (Fisher) 
Everything’s an Argument (Lunsford, et. al) 
They Say, I say (Graff, et al.) 
 
Below are some of the articles and excerpts we will be reading under each broad theme. 
 

Knowledge: 
 

Theatetus, Plato 
“Outlines of Skepticism,” Sextus Empiricus 
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (excerpt), David Hume 
“The Problem of the Criterion,” Robert Audi 
“Two Ways of Seeing A River,” Mark Twain 

 “A Brain in a Vat,” John Pollock 
 “Blinded By Scientism,” Edward Feser 
 “Recovering Sight After Scientism,” Edward Feser 

“The Superstition of School,” G. K. Chesterton 
“Against School,” John Taylor Gatto 
“Seeing” from Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard 

 
Virtue: 

 
Gorgias, Plato 
Nicomachean Ethics (selections), Aristotle 
“Funeral Oration,” Pericles (Thucydides) 
Corinthians 13 (KJV), St. Paul 
Question II (Treatise on Happiness), Aquinas 
A Gentlewoman’s Companion, (Wooley/Anonymous) 
A Defence of Humility, G. K. Chesterton 
Civil Disobedience, Thoreau  
“Loving your Enemies,” MLK Jr.  
“The Experience Machine,” Robert Nozick 
A Return To Modesty (excerpts), Wendy Shalit 
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Sense: 
 

Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson  
Common Sense (excerpt), Thomas Paine  
“A Modest Proposal,” Johnathan Swift 
A Narrative of The Life of Frederick Douglass (excerpts), Frederick Douglass 
Selected Speeches of Abraham Lincoln 
Up From Slavery (excerpt), Booker T. Washington 
“On Some Technical Elements of Style in Literature,” Robert Louis Stevenson 
“The Poetic Principle,” Edgar Allen Poe 

  “A Piece of Chalk,” G. K. Chesterton 
“A Defense of Nonsense,” G. K. Chesterton 
“Some Thoughts on the Common Toad,” George Orwell 
“Sense” from Studies in Words, C. S. Lewis 
Selected speeches of Winston Churchill 
“Letter From a Birmingham Jail,” MLK Jr.  
 

Argument Analyses: 
 
For each reading assignment students must identify the following: 

· Thesis or Claim 
· Tone or Attitude 
· Purpose 
· Audience and Occasion 
· Evidence or Data 
· Appeals: Logos, Ethos, Pathos 
· Presuppositions 
· Style (including rhetorical mode, rhetorical devices, diction, and syntax) 
· Use of detail to develop a general idea 

 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS :   
 
In response to each corrected draft, students must write a summary of the primary 
mechanical, organizational, and stylistic errors in their papers. Students always have 
the option of revising each paper assignment, but must do so if the instructor requires 
it. We will have several individual conferences throughout the year in order to develop 
strategies for improving each student’s capacity to write effective, eloquent prose. 
Feedback will include comments on vocabulary, sentence structure, organization, tone, 
transitions, and the use of specific rhetorical techniques. 
 
 
 
 



4 
 

SHORT PAPERS :  
 

Narrative: Students will write a short, descriptive auto-biographical narrative in 
order to illustrate a significant moral insight or philosophical principle. 

 
Rhetorical Analysis: Students must write a paper that analyzes the way that the 
syntactical and rhetorical elements within a particular passage produce an 
intended effect upon the audience. 

  
Reductio Paper: Students will write a short argument paper in the form of a 
Reductio Ad Absurdum. They must accurately present a view, assume its truth for 
the sake of argument, and draw out logical implications that render the position 
untenable. Topics may vary, but must be approved by the instructor. 
 

FULL-LENGTH PAPERS :  
 

Expository Paper : Students must engage directly with two articles that cover the 
same subject. For example, one might explicate two distinct understandings of 
courage as expressed by two different authors, showing the underlying 
similarities and peculiar features of each operating definition. The purpose of 
this paper is to analyze key passages in each article and thereby demonstrate a 
sophisticated grasp of the central subjects. 

 
Definition: Students must write a paper defining a term such as Love, Belief, 
Anger, or Joy. The paper must consider alternative understandings and present 
logical and intuitive reasons for the definition at which it arrives. 
 
Personal Reflective Essay: Based on the reflective essays we have read, students 
will compose their own essays, with the explicit goal of choosing and 
consistently achieving a tone of either pathos or nostalgia 
 
Researched Argument Paper: This paper requires students to synthesize a 
variety of sources in developing and supporting an original argument. Students 
will choose one of the themes, and develop and defend a specific position. 
Students find two reputable sources that represent a contrary position, and at 
least one source that presents a supporting or complementary viewpoint. Each 
source must be suitably represented and addressed in the course of the overall 
argument. The student’s argument must be supported with evidence and clear 
chain of logical inferences. All sources should be correctly cited in footnotes. 
 

Citation: All students will receive instruction in correct formatting and citation in 
keeping with the Modern Language Association (MLA). 
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 PRESENTATIONS : 
 
Students will orally present partial drafts of two of the four full-length papers for their 
peers. The other students will be accountable for providing valuable feedback on the 
rhetorical and analytical components of their classmates’ papers. The instructor will 
also provide comments and recommendations before the final draft is due. Comments 
will include feedback on balancing the general and the specific, as well as suggestions 
for effective extrapolation from particular details to broad themes. 
 
V ISUAL ANALYSIS :  
 
Visual media have become the dominant mode of persuasion and communication in 
modern society. It behooves us therefore to engage with and evaluate relevant images. 
We will look at examples of visual “text” such as commercials, political cartoons, 
campaign ads, and product packaging. The instructor will train students to recognize 
logical fallacies and to understand how visual elements produce desired effects. 
 
PREPARATORY MEASURES :  
 
Throughout the year we will complete several practice exams, including in-class, timed 
essay prompts from previous AP exams. Some of these exams may be held during times 
other than our usual class period. Students will also receive direct instruction and 
guided practice in analyzing and answering multiple choice questions as well as 
understanding essay prompts and fulfilling their requirements. 
 
GRADING : 
 

Full-length Papers:    35% 
Short Papers:    20% 
Journal entries and exercises:  25% 
Presentations:    10% 
Exam Preparation:    10% 

 
All specific course requirements will fit under these categories. The exact organization 
may be subject to change. 
 
NOTE ON PLAGIARISM :  
  
Plagiarism of any kind or degree will not be tolerated in this class. Plagiarism means 
presenting the work (ideas, words, graphs, tables, images, etc.) of someone else as one's 
own. Anyone who is caught plagiarizing will automatically fail the assignment as well as face 
disciplinary action. 


