
50 Things the People Who Score Your Essays REALLY Want You to Know! 
 

AP Readers, the people who read and score your essays, were asked “What things do you really want the students 
to know?” Here are their responses (arranged by topic): 
 
Overall writing: 

1. Bad handwriting makes it very difficult to read your essay quickly.  If I have to decipher your writing 
word-by-word, it loses so much of its meaning and effectiveness.  That’s not to say having bad handwriting 
automatically means you’ll score lower, but you want to make it as EASY AS POSSIBLE for me to read 
quickly and fluidly. 

2. If you take out “I think…,” “I believe…,” “It is my opinion that…” and other similar phrases, your position is 
much stronger.  

3. Answer the prompt!  Take the time to mark the prompt and make sure you understand what it is asking.  
When you don’t answer the exact prompt, it doesn’t matter how good your essay is. 

4. The person who reads your response for Question 1 will not be the same as the person who reads your 
Question 2 and 3 responses.  Don’t make references to previous responses. 

5. Leave a few minutes to read through each essay and to edit for coherence.  Avoid circling around the same 
point (using different phrasing) throughout the entire essay.  Outline your points before you start writing.  
Read the prompt carefully to identify multiple tasks being asked to complete—circle the verbs in the 
instructions. 

6. Do NOT repeat the prompt in some sort of rephrasing way and think that it works as a thesis statement. 
7. Don’t bury your thesis statement.  Clearly answer the prompt.  Don’t make me guess about your answer.  
8. Answer the question.  Stay on topic.   
9. Try to leave time in the end to proofread/edit your essays. Sometimes the prompts sound deceivingly 

simple.  See the complexity; avoid the pitfalls of a simple response. 
10. Take time to plan your response.  Know where you are going BEFORE you start writing.   
11. Don’t repeat the prompt.  Address it with a thesis that expresses an opinion or interpretation (depending 

on essay type).  
12. Please do not use canned transitions (to begin, second, in conclusion) or vocab buzzwords (plethora, 

myriad). 
13. Keep your audience in mind as you write.  Your teacher knows you, knows “what you mean.”  But we 

don’t.  The harder we are working as your reader, the more likely you haven’t done your job as a writer.  
Don’t give us “They’ll know what I mean…” writing; flesh out your ideas.  Don’t be afraid of your voice. 

14. We are experienced at reading essays, not minds.  Elaborate.  Explain what you’re thinking.  At the same 
time, remember your audience.  You do not need to define terms or vocabulary. 

15. Read and mark the prompt carefully, noting the words that give directions and information.  If there are 
footnotes, read them.  If there is background information in notes, read that.  All the information is 
important as it will add to understanding. 

16. As you write, double check to make sure all your topic sentences connect to your thesis, and the 
information within the paragraphs tie to the topic sentences.   

17. Writing in first person is appropriate when including a personal example or experience.  For all other 
cases, write in third person. 

18. Blue ink is a lot easier on my eyes.  After reading numerous essays written in black, I can actually feel the 
muscles in my face relax. 

19. Avoid trite, common phrases.  The author does not “grab your eye” with a fact.  “All in all,” “In today’s 
society,” “Nowadays,”  PLEASE STOP SAYING THIS!!! 

20. Answer the prompt as it is, not as you wish it would be. 
21. It’s very obvious when you don’t preplan before writing.  Those 3 minutes of outlining or word-webbing 

are absolutely worth it. 
22. Depending on the task, end the response answering the “So What?” about the topic. 
23. It’s okay to stick to a formula when writing, but if you write a conclusion, make it a good one.  This is my 

final impression of you.  Link your idea to a more universal point.  Link your thesis to the world of your 
reader.  Use an anecdote to reinforce a major point.  Don’t start it with “In conclusion…” or “To sum up…” 
or ANYTHING similar to these statements. 

24. We are reading supportively.  We want your essay to score well, but you’ve got to answer the prompt. 
25. Don’t be afraid to take a risk. 
26. Most importantly, don’t lose your voice. 



 
Question 1 Synthesis: 

27. Do not organize Question 1 around the sources. 
28. I’ve read the documents.  You’ve got to tell me more than just what they said. 
29. For Synthesis, don’t “take a tour” of the sources.  Have an argument that is yours. 
30. For Synthesis, you have to show how the different sources interact with each other as if they are 

conversing with one another to support (or refute) YOUR argument. 
31. For Question 1, YOU are the featured speaker, not the source authors.  They are there to support you, you 

are not there to support them. 
 
Question 2 Rhetorical Analysis: 

32.  For Question 2 Analysis, stop throwing around a bunch of rhetorical terms that you don’t know how to use.  
I would much rather read about the specific emotional impact of a piece than of its “ethos to make the reader 
feel a certain way.”  I would much rather have an authentic discussion of the piece than proof of passing 
vocabulary quizzes all year. 
33.  Don’t define rhetorical terms.  We know what they mean. 
34.  Connect rhetorical device to rhetorical purpose and tell us why it matters. 
35.  You don’t need to memorize the lists of rhetorical tropes and figures. 
36.  Don’t rely on lengthy quotes.  Anything more than a phrase or two looks like “filler”. 
37.  Ethos, logos, and pathos are not strategies.  They’re rhetorical appeals created by the strategies.  Therefore 
do not say “the author used ethos…”  Instead aim for “By including personal anecdotes, the speaker establishes 
his authority by demonstrating he has firsthand experience with the issue.” 
38.  Don’t always go for obvious strategies and devices—try to be more original. 
39.  Writers are not Van Gogh, and the use of figurative language is not to “paint a picture in the reader’s mind.” 
40.  Avoid “drive-by’ examples of anything:  “Hey look!  A metaphor!” without discussing the effect of the device 
being mentioned (discuss the effect:  how do these examples create sympathy, establish a tone, shift the 
argument in a different direction, etc.?) 
41.  Summary is DEATH!  Students seem to forget that listing the devices with evidence/quotes is summarizing, 
not analyzing.  You have to analyze HOW he did it and/or WHY it was effective. 
42.  For Rhetorical Analysis, argue how the strategies are effective.  Focus on the effect, not the devices used. 
43.  If you wonder if you’ve explained your analysis enough, you probably haven’t.  It should feel finished. 

 
Question 3 Argument: 
 

44.  For Question 3, try to steer away from hypothetical examples.  The hypothetical you immediately thought 
of is the same one thousands of your peers thought of. 
45.  For Q3, have smart, relevant support.  Remember to REHUGO (evidence from Reading, Entertainment, 
History, Universal truths, Government and politics, Observations from your life) in your planning because it 
doesn’t matter what you think, it matters what you can prove. 
46.  Please don’t “shoehorn” novels you have read into your arguments.  If they work, connect them to 
something more universal.  Otherwise, please just skip the unrevealing plot points from Gatsby, Mockingbird, 
Scarlet Letter, etc. 
47.  Please do not make up evidence…especially statistics that do not add up. 
48.  For Question 3:  Define ABSTRACT terms in the introduction.  Make sure the thesis addresses the prompt.  
Refer back to the thesis or at least mirror its overarching concept in the body.  Conclusions should provoke 
thought, or at least have closure.  I tell my kids to “Drop mic and walk off stage.”  If you can’t do that, at least 
close the door on the issue. 
49.  Have a clear plan.  Don’t wait until you are actually writing to figure out what you really wanted to argue. 
 
And perhaps the most important… 
 
50. You are not your score, and you are not “passing” or “failing.”  You are trying to determine, for yourself and 
for the schools to which you are applying, whether you would benefit from some more time and support in 
developing your skills as a college-level reader and/or writer.  In the meantime, if you have made good use of 
your time in the course, you’re that much more prepared for what lies ahead, regardless of your score on this 
one exam. 


