Question 2

(Suggested time—40 minutes. This question counts for one-third of the total essay section score.)

In the following letter, Abigail Adams (1744–1818) writes to her son John Quincy Adams, who is traveling abroad with his father, John Adams, a United States diplomat and later the country’s second president. Read the letter carefully. Then, in a well-developed essay, analyze the rhetorical strategies Adams uses to advise her son. Support your analysis with specific references to the text.
12 January, 1780.

MY DEAR SON,

I hope you have had no occasion, either from enemies or the dangers of the sea, to repent your second voyage to France. If I had thought your reluctance arose from proper deliberation, or that you were capable of judging what was most for your own benefit, I should not have urged you to accompany your father and brother when you appeared so averse to the voyage. 

You, however, readily submitted to my advice, and, I hope, will never have occasion yourself, nor give me reason, to lament it. Your knowledge of the language must give you greater advantages now than you could possibly have reaped whilst ignorant of it; and as you increase in years, you will find your understanding opening and daily improving.

Some author, that I have met with, compares a judicious traveller to a river, that increases its stream the further it flows from its source; or to certain springs, which, running through rich veins of minerals, improve their qualities as they pass along. It will be expected of you, my son, that, as you are favored with superior advantages under the instructive eye of a tender parent, your improvement should bear some proportion to your advantages. Nothing is wanting with you but attention, diligence, and steady

application. Nature has not been deficient.

These are times in which a genius would wish to live. It is not in the still calm of life, or the repose of a pacific station, that great characters are formed. Would Cicero have shone so distinguished an orator if he had not been roused, kindled, and inflamed by the tyranny of Catiline, Verres, and Mark Anthony? The habits of a vigorous mind are formed in contending with difficulties. All history will convince you of this, and that wisdom and penetration are the fruit of experience, not the lessons of retirement and leisure. Great necessities call out great virtues. When a mind is raised and animated by scenes that engage the heart, then those qualities, which would otherwise lie dormant, wake into life and form the character of the hero and the statesman. War, tyranny, and desolation are the scourges of the Almighty, and ought no doubt to be deprecated. Yet it is your lot, my son, to be an eyewitness of these calamities in your own native land, and, at the same time, to owe your existence among a people who have made a glorious defence of their invaded liberties, and who, aided by a generous and powerful ally, with the blessing of Heaven, will transmit this inheritance to ages yet unborn. 

Nor ought it to be one of the least of your incitements towards exerting every power and faculty of your mind, that you have a parent who has taken so large and active a share in this contest, and discharged the trust reposed in him with so much satisfaction as to be honored with the important embassy which at present calls him abroad. 

The strict and inviolable regard you have ever paid to truth, gives me pleasing hopes that you will not swerve from her dictates, but add justice, fortitude, and every manly virtue which can adorn a good citizen, do honor to your country, and render your parents supremely happy, particularly your ever affectionate mother,

A. A.
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Question 2

What was the intent of this question?

Question 2 presented students with a short letter written by Abigail Adams in 1810 to her son, John Quincy Adams, who, at his parents’ urging, had accompanied his father on a diplomatic trip to France.  Students were directed to read the letter carefully and then write an essay analyzing “the rhetorical strategies Adams uses to advise her son.”  Finally, students were directed to support their analyses with specific references to the text.  The intent of this question was to provide students with an opportunity to demonstrate their close reading skills (applied to a pre-20th-century text), to discern Abigail Adams’ rhetorical purposes and to explain how she used written language upon a particular occasion in an effort to accomplish those purposes.  The choice of the term “rhetorical strategies” rather than “rhetorical devices” was intended to emphasize the priority of function over form in rhetorical analysis.  The prompt was meant to guide students away from “figure hunting” (i.e. identifying metaphors, assonance, synecdoche, etc.) and toward an account of how Adams intended her letter to function as a means of convincing her son to assume the perspective and embark upon the course of action she was urging him to take.  Part of the rhetorical analysis task is constructing the rhetorical context in which language performs its function.  In this case, students were helped to construct the context by the date of the letter and by a brief account in the prompt of the writer and recipient of the letter and the historical moment in which the letter was written.  Students could also draw upon their own historical knowledge or their understanding of family relationships or class values to supplement this sketch of the context.  In requiring students to refer specifically to the text, the prompt invited students to demonstrate their abilities to select and use appropriate textual evidence to illustrate and support the assertions they made about Adams’ rhetorical strategies.
How well did students perform on this question?

The mean score on the analysis prompt was 3.76 on a 9-point scale.  As has often been the case in the past, this was the lowest scoring of the three essay questions—.89 lower than the mean score for synthesis and .82 lower than the mean score for argument.  
What were common student errors or omissions? 
The historical context of the passage created potential problems for some students and opportunities for others.   Students with a weak grasp of American and European history sometimes stumbled into misreadings based either on the faulty assumption that John Quincy Adams was himself acting as a diplomat (here, a parenthetical notation in the prompt clarifying his age at the time would have been helpful) or on the assumption that the “calamities,” “tyranny,” and “invaded liberties” Adams mentioned were occurring in France.  The mislabeling of the not yet existent United States in the prompt (John Quincy Adams’ father was described as a U.S. diplomat) may have encouraged those with a weak grasp of history to think that the American Revolution had already ended and that the French Revolution (still nine years away) had begun.  While students with a strong grasp of history were generally better able to contextualize Abigail Adams’s letter and identify the larger purpose behind her rhetorical strategies, knowledge of history did not in itself generate upper level essays, as the task was rhetorical analysis, not historical summary.  Similarly, students who knew of Abigail Adams’s role as an early proponent of women’s rights sometimes unsuccessfully sought to explain feminist advocacy in her letter to her son.  The effects of the specific historical setting of the passage on students’ understanding of the letter’s larger purpose underscores the need for the development committee to carefully consider the contextual information provided for future analysis prompts, particularly those that are historically remote from students’ own experience and observation.

While historical knowledge may have contributed to some students’ relative success in rhetorically analyzing Adams’ letter, a more telling distinction between essays scoring in the upper and lower halves of the scale was student writers’ understanding of rhetorical analysis.  Stronger students identified rhetorical strategies clearly and effectively analyzed how they were being used individually and in concert to persuade young John Quincy Adams to regard his trip to France as an educational and political opportunity despite the hardships it entailed.  Successful writers noted how Abigail Adams invoked her authority as a loving parent who wanted the best for her son; they noted that her allusion to Cicero was intended to instill in her son a sense of himself as an actor on the stage of world history; they observed the mother’s appeal to her son’s sense of filial piety and the logic of her argument that trying times produce heroic figures.  These writers went beyond the mere identification of tropes to an analysis of the Adams’ attempted persuasion as a transaction between the writer and the recipient of the letter.  Indeed, many of the best essays didn’t use the terminology of rhetorical tropes, not even the popular ethos, logos, and pathos.  Instead, the writers of these successful analyses demonstrated and clearly articulated a conceptual understanding of rhetorical strategies used in an effort to bring about a particular effect on a particular audience in a particular rhetorical situation.
Weaker students sometimes attempted a literary analysis of the passage, focusing on its repetitions, metaphors and allusions without recognizing the rhetorical purposes behind those structures.  This was especially true of the discussion of Adams’s use of the river metaphor.  Some writers wrote perfectly sound interpretations of what the metaphor meant yet failed to explain the effect the metaphor might have had on John Quincy Adams, Abigail’s audience and the object of her attempted persuasion.  Some weaker writers who had a general grasp of Adams’ rhetorical strategies in the letter turned to a mere listing or description of these strategies without connecting them to her purpose.  Occasionally students presented a full lexicon of clearly described rhetorical terminology without taking the essential next step of analyzing how those elements functioned as parts of a persuasive strategy in the particular context of Adams’s letter.  Finally, some of the weakest students resorted to mere summary of Adams’ assertions.

Some weaker students misread the passage or imposed faulty assumptions on what they read.  One fairly common misreading, the view of Abigail Adams as remorseful and apologetic for having sent her son to France, apparently stemmed from a failure to recognize the subjunctive mood of the final sentence in the opening paragraph, “If I had thought your reluctance arose from proper deliberation, or that you were capable of judging what was most for your own benefit, I should not have urged you to accompany your father and brother when you appeared so averse to the voyage.”  More successful writers understood this sentence to be articulating a position they sometimes described as “mother knows best.” Another misreading, possibly keyed to an isolated sentence in the second paragraph (“You, however, readily submitted to my advice and, I hope, will never have occasion yourself, nor give me reason, to lament it.”), identified Adams as a mother who was worried that her son might be misbehaving in France. 

Stronger essays usually demonstrated a more holistic understanding of the letter in its entirety.  The writers of these essays identified at least three strategies and explained their interaction in the service of Abigail Adams’ larger purpose of reconciling John Quincy Adams to his journey and advising him to embrace it as a means of moral and intellectual growth. Some very strong essays, however, were able to develop full, cogent analyses focused on just two of the strategies, but those usually chose two that were representative of the larger range and developed their analyses with particular fullness.  Probably the fundamental distinction between stronger and weaker writers was their success or failure in comprehending the double edge of Adams’ overall strategy. The most successful writers saw that Adams both gently admonished her son for his initial reluctance to go on the journey, and in the process invoked her superior parental experience and authority, and extended a vision of his own possible heroic role in the tumultuous events that surrounded him by invoking comparisons to Cicero and appealing to his own emerging manly virtue.  Weaker writers tended to acknowledge only one side of this dual strategy and then exaggerated that side to present Abigail Adams as either the quintessential doting mom or the worst of emasculating harpies.  In distorting Abigail Adams’s purpose, tone, and strategies in this way, those essays proved themselves inadequate to the task.

Overall, this exam question yielded lower than normal scores.  Readers encountered many relatively long essays that failed to develop coherent rhetorical analyses. Readers and Table Leaders have proposed several explanations for these disappointing results; 1) the prompt itself, might have prevented some unfortunate misreadings by specifying John Quincy Adams’s age and by providing clearer information about the historical context; 2) students are less and less familiar with language written before the twentieth century and thus found the archaic formalities of Adams’s eighteenth-century prose inaccessible; 3) AP Language courses themselves are continuing to teach traditional literary analysis, with its focus on aesthetic forms of language, instead of rhetorical analysis, with its focus on the functions of language in action.    As this year’s synthesis question leader Van Hartmann observed, this third possibility suggests that “a clearer distinction needs to be made between AP Literature courses and AP Language courses so that the equally legitimate but differing goals of each, and their respective exams, receive appropriate emphasis.”

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? 

Like the synthesis prompt, the analysis prompt tests students’ reading skills as much as their writing skills.  Rhetorical reading requires students to ask, first and foremost, what the text is intending to do—i.e. to warn, to admonish, to encourage, to dissuade, to persuade, to scold, to call to account, to inspire, etc.  

· Exercises and assignments that ask students to think of language as an active force will strengthen their ability to read rhetorically.  

· Encourage students to use descriptive verbs to identify the social functions of written and spoken language.   [e.g., when introducing quoted language, students should learn to replace popular, nondescript verbs like “says” or “states” (or the popular and inaccurate “quotes”) with verbs that explain what the original speaker or writer was attempting to do with the quoted language.   Students can build their ability to quote sources both accurately and critically through simple exercises like listing verbs that describe things language can do, and then putting those verbs into simple intransitive (S-V) and then transitive (S-TV-O) sentences]. 

· Practice in writing rhetorical analysis can also be practice in arguing and in quoting sources.  The rhetorical analysis task requires students to make claims about a text, supporting those claims with textual evidence.  In learning to analyze texts, students can also be learning to select, introduce, quote, comment upon or otherwise use language from a source. 

· Eventually, Graff and Birkenstein’s advice in They Say, I Say about reporting what “they say” in academic conversations can point to other helpful interventions. Graff and Birkenstein’s template pedagogy should not be used as an ultimate or absolute set of formulae for students to use in academic writing; the conversation model presented in They Say, I Say is grounded in an active view of language—as interactional “moves” people make in written as well as spoken language.

· Teachers can practice rhetorical reading in responding to student writing and speaking, To give rhetorical responses, we need to rhetorically analyze student writing, making an effort to discern who is saying what to whom and to what end?  If we approach students’ language performances with these questions in mind, we may better understand how students’ intentions do or don’t accord with the purposes of academic conversation.  This understanding will help us explain to students how the moves they make with language help and hinder them in academic conversations.  

