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Responses that earn this point may demonstrate sophistication of thought and/or a 
complex understanding of the rhetorical situation by doing any of the following

➢ Crafting a nuanced argument by consistently identifying and 
exploring complexities or tensions across the sources.

➢ Articulating the implications or limitations of an argument (either the 
student’s argument or arguments conveyed in the sources) by 
situating it within a broader context.

➢ Making effective rhetorical choices that consistently strengthen 
the force and impact of the student’s argument throughout the 
response.

➢ Employing a style that is consistently vivid and persuasive.
➢ Explaining the significance or relevance of the writer’s rhetorical 

choices (given the rhetorical situation).
➢ Explaining a purpose or function of the passage’s complexities or 

tensions. 

AP English Language and Composition Free-Response Questions Scoring Rubrics, Effective Fall 2019 
(collegeboard.org)

Sophistication Criteria

https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/pdf/ap-english-language-and-composition-frqs-1-2-3-scoring-rubrics.pdf


Sophistication & AP Lang Scoring
● Scoring criteria is identical across all essay 
types

● “Decision rules” for how to apply criteria 
specific to each essay type

● NOT A CHECKLIST
○ Point does not come from single 

word/phrase/transition but complexity 
of argument as a whole



Tension and 
Complexity



“Tension & Complexity”
How do I read for complexity (layers)?
a. What is the writer 

actually talking about 
(subject)

b. What are the different 
perspective(s) and 
position(s) that are 
presented about this 
topic throughout the 
piece?





“Tension & Complexity”: Irony/Ironic Perspective
How do I read for tension?
(Ironic Perspectives)
● What’s the writer’s 

argument?

● What’s the audience’s 
expectation?

● Why are they different?



“Tension & Complexity”: Conflict

2. How do I read for tension (conflict)?
a. What does the speaker want?
b. What is preventing the speaker from getting what he/she 

wants?
○ What is the prominent Socio-Cultural mindset about the 

topic?
○ How does the message contradict historical fact?
○ Why is the audience contentious?

c. What is the conflict between the author’s message and reality? 
(This is a logical fallacy).



Broader 
Context



Focusing on the lightning 
bolt--exigence--and 
context for introduction 
and conclusion writing.

This is a strategy for 
using the sophistication 
criteria to hone “good 
writing overall”, not only 
with the focus of gaining 
the point on exam 
scoring.



“broader context”: Introductions



“broader context”: 
IntroductionsClassical Argument Structure

1. Web
2. Background
3. Partition



“broader context”: Conclusions
1. How can I connect back to my intro?
2. How does my paper connect to the world around me?
3. What change should my audience make?
4. What other parts of life, outside of the subject of the 

paper, can this message apply to?
5. What iconic, moving image relates to my essay?
6. What do I want my audience’s final emotion to be?
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Making 
Effective 
Rhetorical 

Choices



“making effective rhetorical choices”



Definition: Methods of Development

● What foundational terms in my argument can be defined 
or understood differently by different people in my 
audience?

● What are my definitions for these terms? Do I need to 
clarify these for my argument to sound reasonable?

● What influences my audience to understand these terms 
differently than me? How should I address this?

● Fun Fact: Definition is one of the best ways to start an 
intro paragraph.





Narration & Description: Methods of Development

● What stories can I tell that will augment my argument by 
evoking emotions and/or supporting my claim?

● What items or processes can I describe that will set a 
mood, evoke emotions, emphasize qualities, and/or 
characterize my position about the subject?





Cause-Effect: Method of Development

● What cause do I have to identify to create a 
reasonable base for my argument?

● What are the consequences I have to explain that 
are a result from the cause?

● Do I want to emphasize the cause or the effect(s) 
when developing my argument?

● Why is it important that I establish this relationship?



Schlosser and many other writers also use another form 
of cause-effect development. In the introduction to Fast 
Food Nation, Schlosser presents many causes – fundamental 
changes in society, technological advances, government 
subsidies to farmers, the trend toward uniformity – that 
produce one effect: fast food and its consequences have 
become inescapable.



Compare-Contrast: Method of Development
● To build my 

argument, do I want 
to compare, 
contrast, or both?

● What comparison 
method would best 
help me prove my 
argument?





“Choose Your Method”



“Choose Your Method”
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Vivid & 
Persuasive 

Style 



“vivid & persuasive style”

1. Consistently vary sentence style in the topic 
sentences and always have transitions along 
with a what and a why.

2. The more opportunities you offer kids to 
write compound/complex sentences, the 
combining of the what and the why, the 
more opportunities you have to teach 
sophisticated style.



Transitional Language



Topic Sentences



Argument TS Example::
For resistance to succeed, two 
boundaries must be crossed. 

Argument TS Revised:
Foundationally, two boundaries must be 
crossed for resistance to succeed. 

Rhetorical TS Analysis:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction to evoke a 
sense of shame. 

Rhetorical TS Analysis Revised:
Evoking a sense of shame, Thunberg
follows her introductory remarks by 
repeatedly accusing the adult UN 
representatives of inaction. 



Coherence: Coordination
Argument TS Example::
For resistance to succeed, one of two boundaries 
must be crossed. 

Argument TS Revised:
For resistance to succeed, people must engage with 
others who hold different views or they must unite 
in other places outside of their comfort zones.

Rhetorical TS Analysis:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction to evoke a sense of 
shame. 

Rhetorical TS Analysis Revised:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction and cites climate change 
statistics to evoke a sense of shame. 



Advanced Punctuation: Coordination
Argument TS Example::
For resistance to succeed, one of two boundaries must 
be crossed. 

Argument TS Revised:
For resistance to succeed, one of two boundaries must 
be crossed:people must engage with others who hold 
different views or they must unite in other places outside 
of their comfort zones.

Rhetorical TS Analysis:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction to evoke a sense of shame. 

Rhetorical TS Analysis Revised:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction and cites climate change 
statistics; consequently, evoking a sense of shame. 



Sent. Coherence: Complex Sentences
Argument TS Example::
For resistance to succeed, one of two 
boundaries must be crossed. 

Argument TS Revised:
Since success for the resistance is the goal, two 
boundaries must be crossed.

Rhetorical TS Analysis:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction to evoke a sense of 
shame. 

Rhetorical TS Analysis Revised:
Thunberg repeatedly accuses the adult UN 
representatives of inaction because she wants to
evoke a sense of shame. 



Conjunctions & Relationships



Other Practice Opportunities



A Nuanced 
Argument



“the nuanced argument”

1. Qualifying an Argument
2. Refuting/Rebutting Counterarguments

For resistance to succeed, two boundaries 
must be crossed. 



Qualifying Claims: Modifiers
● Appears (is/are)
● Could (will/would)
● Implies (states/proves)
● Indicates (proves)
● May (will/would)
● Might (will/would)
● Perhaps (always)
● Seems (is/are)
● Suggests (states/proves)
● etc.

For resistance to 
potentially succeed, 
two boundaries may 
need to be crossed. 



Additional Practice Opportunities



Conceding, Rebutting, & 
Refuting a Counterargument

Although most people 
care to stay in the 
comfort of their own 
culture, two boundaries 
must be crossed for 
resistance to succeed.



Rebuttal versus Refutation



Engaging Counterargument
Concession: While many people will 
most likely stay in the comfort of 
their own culture, two social 
boundaries must be crossed by the 
public for resistance to succeed.

Rebuttal: Although most people care 
to stay in the comfort of their own 
culture, perhaps they should 
consider crossing two social 
boundaries for resistance to 
succeed.

Refutation: Staying in the comfort 
of one’s own culture is completely 
detrimental to the success of the 
resistance, especially if the majority 
of those protesting are willing to 
cross two social boundaries.  



Additional Practice Opportunities



A Recap
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A Review: Writing for Sophistication

➢ Have Students Read with Complexity and Tension 
Questions in Mind

➢ Write Meaningful Intros and Conclusions
○ Any History Lesson is Valuable

➢ Write Meaningful Intros and Conclusions
➢ Write with Intentional Methods of Development
➢ Varied sentence structure through coordination 

and subordination
➢ Include Concessions and Counterarguments (if 

applicable)
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