Ninth Grade Pre-AP Overview

Ninth grade is the portal into young adulthood, and the entrance into high school means that AP courses and college are just a collection of months down the road.  The freshman year of high school encompasses a period of increased mental growth that students will need to grasp the concepts in Pre-AP ninth grade English.  Ninth graders are entering a critical intellectual phase of their lives, a time of moving from comprehension and application to analysis, synthesis, evaluation, the higher levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy.  

Entrance into high school for a Pre-AP student will be marked by definite shifts in thinking, shifts that will affect both teachers and students.

Pre-AP ninth grade students, therefore, should engage in activities that foster higher level thinking processes.  It is the Pre-AP teacher’s responsibility to plan reading, composition, and grammar activities that help students practice complex mental processes.  A Pre-AP teacher’s syllabus is full of individual choice—the only prerequisite for texts is that they be widely various in type, that they be “works of literary merit” that are complex and varied, and that they be appropriate for classroom use and for readers at a ninth grade level.  While their freedom to choose texts, activities, and level of pacing can be invigorating for teachers, this freedom can also be a source of uncertainty.  


Teachers can begin to answer these questions by looking at the skills-based syllabus in this guide.  They will soon learn that the skills are what matter most, and those skills can be taught using any age-appropriate, complex, layered text. Pre-AP teachers should let personal taste and their students’ particular needs guide their selection of texts rather than presuming that there is a body of literature that must be taught.  


The guide also contains a variety of different types of syllabi for Pre-AP classes at each grade level, reminding teachers that Pre-AP classes can be structured in many different ways and allowing them to revel in all the possibilities. Once teachers understand that skills form the basis for a Pre-AP course, they can explore the various ways to structure their classes. In addition to a skill-based syllabus, the syllabus might be organized according to genre, chronology, theme, values, or interdisciplinary learning.

Pre-AP ninth grade students should begin to assume more responsibility for their reading and writing, realizing that more time will have to be spent at home learning concepts deeply and widely.  The ninth grade year is the year in which students who have relied on their superior listening and/or memorizing skills learn that they must work much harder to master new concepts.  And this year will offer many new concepts.  This is the year for teachers to reinforce those study skills that will stand the student in good stead for a lifetime.


However the course is organized, it should focus on four areas:


Close Reading 

What is close reading?

In Pre-AP classes, students learn to do a special kind of analytical reading called “close reading.”  When readers look at a text this way, they notice details, images, diction, aspects of point of view, and the way sentences are constructed by the writer.  When a close reader notes these devices in the text and examines their emotional impact, they can often be clues to layers of meaning that lie below the surface of the work.


Regardless of the text, Pre-AP students move toward the highest level of reading as they learn to examine more closely the works they read.  The three reading levels are

· on the line

· between the lines

· beyond the lines

In other words, the first two levels are within the text itself and the third is outside it.

Students should develop an awareness of the patterns and contrasts in prose and poetry.  Noticing these patterns and contrasts will help students understand the total effect of a work.  Students should see that an author uses rhetorical devices to establish a certain tone and create meaning in the text.  This awareness of how a work is written will be the biggest difference between a Pre-AP ninth grade course and a “regular” ninth grade English class. 


Grammar


Educational research has proven over and over that “drill and kill” grammar exercises are not effective.  And even if students understood the rules in the grammar book as well as their teacher, they would still have difficulty making the connection between grammar and syntax and meaning in the text. Teachers know that authors make conscious choices about how they arrange the words in the sentence, the phrase, the paragraph, the stanza.   So students need practice examining the ways in which authors use grammar and syntax as tools to create meaning.  If students ignore these conscious choices on the part of the author, they will miss learning the skills they will need to confront and analyze a text on an AP exam, in college, or indeed any time in life when they are faced with a complex text. 

This awareness of the structure of language—its grammar and syntax—is what Pre-AP ninth grade students should develop.


Composition

Writing more complex and more sophisticated sentences, paragraphs, and essays is a natural outgrowth of studying the way professional writers use rhetorical devices and syntax to create meaning.  The goal, after all, is not merely to admire great writing but for students to produce it themselves, whatever form it takes.  Students who have taken Pre-AP ninth grade English will no doubt write more elegant letters (and e-mails) and more concise memos and reports later in life, even if they never write another essay after college. 


Pre-AP students should write often, in many different forms.

Assessment

Closely associated with writing is assessment.  With the exception of objective test questions, everything else students do in their English classes is subjective.  Therefore, their teachers carefully analyze every assignment and decide exactly what they want students to do and how they will assess it before they give it to their students.  Because teachers need an objective way to assign grades to subjective products, the use of rubrics enhances teachers’ effectiveness.  Different from a scoring guide that assigns point-values to various elements of a final product, a rubric describes the various levels of achievement possible on the assignment.  When teachers design and use good rubrics, both they and their students benefit in many different ways.

One of the hardest aspects of teaching Pre-AP and AP English is the constant pressure from parents and students to inflate grades.  Teachers need to help them understand that achieving a “100” rarely occurs. Pre-AP teachers who instill good study habits and realistic expectations in their students help maintain quality programs.

These fundamental skills—close reading, composition, and grammar—are essential if students wish to become strong readers, writers, and thinkers.   High school students entering a Pre-AP ninth grade class enter a new world entirely—not just the unfamiliar high school campus but a world of increased awareness of language.  These are students who will learn the techniques for examining a text and making sense of it on different levels.  These are students who will be well-prepared at the end of the year for the last step before AP English courses—Pre-AP tenth grade English.

Ninth grade is the portal into young adulthood, and the entrance into high school means that AP courses and college are just a collection of months down the road.  





A teacher might ask these questions:





What books should I use in my classroom?





How can I determine what will work best with my students?





What does a Pre-AP ninth grader really need to know?





What teaching strategies will best give my students the skills they need to succeed in AP courses?








Close Reading


Composition


Grammar


Critical Thinking





Teachers possess great flexibility and freedom in developing this course because the course is skills-based, not developed through a prescribed list of works or activities.  





  Teachers know that authors make conscious choices about how they arrange the words in the sentence, the phrase, the paragraph, the stanza.  





Because teachers need an objective way to assign grades to subjective products, the use of rubrics enhances teachers’ effectiveness.





Students and teachers shift





from concrete to abstract thinking





from emphasis on content to skill-based planning





from reading a work just for what it says to how the author says it





from surveying a lot of material to examining fewer works in greater depth








Pre-AP ninth grade students should begin to assume more responsibility for their reading and writing, realizing that more time will have to be spent at home learning concepts deeply and widely.  





Essential Pre-AP Study Skills





the ability to focus and concentrate on a task





the ability to become more comfortable with frustration in learning new concepts





the ability to assimilate and accommodate new thought patterns





the ability to manage concurrent assignments











Close reading means





learning to paraphrase accurately





reading for more than plot





acquiring an awareness that complex plots have multiple meanings





identifying and annotating (writing textual notes about) diction, detail, imagery, syntax, figurative language, symbols, motifs, allusions, and irony in a text





analyzing how the author uses these elements to create tone or a certain effect, achieve a purpose, or convey a message





connecting parts to the whole





Composition Goals





to develop fluency


to develop creativity


to use increasingly more complex sentence structure


to develop an awareness of the effect the writer’s rhetorical choices have on the reader








Pre-AP readers





see the interrelationships among theme, tone, and the author’s style





learn that an author establishes a certain tone by manipulating the rhetorical devices of imagery, diction, point of view, and syntax.  A ninth grader will learn to identify a writer’s particular style by examining the use of these devices





read more complex, layered texts with tone shifts and multiple tones





learn to annotate texts and look for an author’s patterns and contrasts, discerning with a critic’s eye the complexity in a work by linking the symbols and allusions to an even larger world of meaning





read closely to identify archetypes, themes, and motifs in a given work





progress far beyond merely identifying examples of metaphors and alliteration by connecting  figures of speech and sound devices to meaning in the text





become much more alert to manipulation of language, connecting an author’s use of the rhetorical devices to the persuasiveness of the text and analyzing an author’s purpose





begin to read professional literary criticism to uncover even more layers of meaning in a work  








Pre-AP language students





discover the importance of sentence structure to the author’s purpose and understand that an author can develop tension or a certain tone just by using loose/periodic or cumulative sentences





learn to look for patterns displayed in parallelism and antithetical sentences, and begin to see patterns and meaning in all kinds of texts they encounter





notice writers’ use of complex syntax strategies such as anaphora and juxtaposition, recognizing them in texts of all kinds and learning that these deliberate choices on the part of the author create a certain effect on the reader





understand increasingly more sophisticated syntactical patterns as they identify an author’s use of verbal phrases and absolute phrases





More important than mere knowledge of the terms is the higher-level skill of connecting grammar and syntax to the meaning of the work.





annotation of  texts





dialectical journals





timed responses written in class





fully developed essays written out of class





multiple revisions of drafts for style, content, and mechanics





personal, reflective writing connecting themes in literature to students’ own lives





peer composing





peer editing





experimentation with original forms and structure





analysis, not mere summary, of literature





sentences and longer pieces modeled on the style of professional writers





essays that integrate quotations skillfully into original sentences








The overall goal is for students to develop a powerful, individual, distinctive voice in their writing.








Assessment Using Rubrics





Students and parents know what teachers expect before and after the assignment is submitted and graded.





Students receive detailed, specific feedback on their work without their teachers having to spend large amounts of time writing comments and corrections.





Students receive developmental help with their writing by seeing what they could have done better described in the higher scoring ranges.





Teachers save time by grading only for what they have described in the rubric.





Teachers are not reduced to grading for “effort,” but instead grade the quality of the final product.








At the first level, students find meaning directly in the text.





At the second level, students interpret what is in the text.





At the third level, students move out of the text to connect to universal meaning.





Here they move from the “What?” of the text to the “So what?”





At this level, they connect literature with their own experience and with universal themes.








