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History of the Sophistication Point

● In early rubric drafts, it wasn’t there

● Not really a unicorn
 

● It is teachable - not “jes nes se quoi”
 

● Don’t focus on it
 

● Above and Beyond 



Write for 3
What is YOUR understanding of 

sophistication? How do you 
communicate/explain it to your students? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHdviZkM7S4


General Keys to 
Sophistication
1. Complexities or 

Tensions
2. Broader 

Context
3. Alternative 

Interpretations
4. Persuasive

Consistent 
Throughout and 
Helps Argument

AP Literature



Path 1                                Exploring complexities or tensions

● Nuances of specific words/phrases, connotation/denotation, double meanings
● Inner and outer conflicts
● Paradox 
● Juxtaposition
● Irony 
● How the title/epigraph/last line/shift/etc. complicates the meaning of the text

Must be consistent throughout



Path 1 Teaching Activities
1. Emphasize analysis at the word/phrase level. The Street. This forces 

more focused and indepth analysis. 
My rule: quotes no longer than seven words - preferably just words 
and phrases. 

2. Questions and sentence stems
3. Choose the 5 most important words in a poem/excerpt - Choose one 

word and write a paragraph on how that word or two words play into 
an interpretation. 

4. Worst paragraph revision or Essay self-analysis
5. Work on embedding quotes.
6. Revise 1 + 4 + 0 samples to 1 + 4 + 1
7. Text Rendering

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1CA-03KaGzg8G7aTrKLlfu3DxrYiLxcznd0O12K6K-_c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ayngWXfSj188dQ7wSZiRkdMOcTBvQta_8ykCZzRiOI4/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/15BVXlFJc_9PkUfbPbEDZyv1JEKcRFmLhude-3L0woq0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pIQQgLKpWXQ1ozQxtAre2Vmfo1JA3pqSo-R1eFv2K-U/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qAYOjhUP7Vl-vtfzho_aHegq5ETaEfX3e-Ue3AEcG5c/edit?usp=sharing


8. Question Like a 4 Year Old
9. Encourage students to use transitions which don’t assure sophistication but 
better position students for exploring complexities and tensions. 

10. AP Daily Videos:  Unit 9, 7.C, Video 1 (Carlos Escobar), Unit 7, 7.C, Video 2 
(Susan Frediani)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1EbXCHyYYAYdX87Ie5RxJ64aXjuVfjMgfsANUYNl5rss/edit?usp=sharing


Path 2                                Placing a work in a broader context

● Historical Context
● Archetypes 
● Allusions
● Symbol
● Literary Movements/Time Periods
● Critical lens; Frankenstein critical lens essays

Must be consistent throughout

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kFZ5pu9vAhJw4ys7N13cbU92opu1p_sCs-knpLqXKyc/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.amazon.com/Frankenstein-Norton-Critical-Editions-Shelley/dp/0393644022/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2L79S9MUR96HH&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.mTVVHjjtGTDfGfkd9aH8Oy3t2yQSXj2kmSy4tsRlfz3GjHj071QN20LucGBJIEps.1vO7EMYJUfg9wlISG4jhIYQdvaJkgH-d6q9g1GH3bzc&dib_tag=se&keywords=frankenstein+critical+lens&qid=1720708276&sprefix=frankenstein+critical+lens%2Caps%2C92&sr=8-1


Path 2 Teaching Activities

1. Major Works Data Sheet
2. Socratic seminars on novels
3. How to Read Literature Like a Professor 
4. Review prior knowledge - world history, archetypes, hero’s 

journey, etc.

1 + 4 + 0 > 1 + 3 +1

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1sL5xQbmHvjvY09QG3KWZplI778eGFPr5Ybj5neJLUEw/edit?usp=sharing


Path 3                                Alternative Interpretation

I’ve got nothing here



Path 4                               Vivid and Persuasive Writing

● Language is academic, not informal yet authentic writing voice (not forced)
● Embedded quotes throughout.
● Uses figurative language in analysis
● Elevated diction -  lively, analytical words instead of boring, everyday words?
● Transition phrases or sentences to transition from one paragraph to another 

will help.  

Advanced vocabulary, transitions, etc. do not guarantee - must be consistent 
throughout



Path 4 Teaching Activities
1. Worst Paragraph Revision (sample)
2. Essay Self Assessment
3. Academic Vocabulary (CED terms)
4. Strong verbs
5. Sentence variety
6. Transitions
7. Mentor essays including 
8. samples and real world writing
9. Revision

10. Writer’s Notebook - 
11. practice, practice, practice
Fun practice: 
Writing Romantically (Path 2 or 4)
Two Sentence Horror Stories (Path 4)
Hand Turkey (any path)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wjMs-OqHm7IWWpIYutEIAiX-qUUEmVHGpwTjZT5kk6s/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JrvF9XnAzAUzT3urSVYcZfOeTjJFWyrt_hd_QKN1Rqo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pIQQgLKpWXQ1ozQxtAre2Vmfo1JA3pqSo-R1eFv2K-U/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Z4lMo5ld4dbyTtllgBGjmKTXaJQeJdCpJPGJQwf5eXk/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1kKh5xNxS8RI1SG9Ge3qi95YPU9vfsu8dujxky90td1I/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1V6weAmgvKa3cWvuHRnWmYsfypWcRxYk0fO8DaNOj2RI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1pLlrShJxkktr1-8gs4r1tkSnoJM4z40ewhuKLL2bU9c/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19wyrxzbca7B72_qoahhDD7fW1hs1ErgTY-iqu2VGKX4/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/129nxY_69Nk2Db_gBfIDhSiVcoxbJwUJRT6tkcApujfc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Q6CGSF5OVpDJm6M6hKqOfoDiVmNZTmo2ykL2JO-Gy-Q/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1t82ybbosXWhCxVBQLOcuBDU68aGX8uDn2meOXpKHJeQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://lit-and-more.com/teaching-line-of-reasoning-to-ap-english-lit/




General Keys to Sophistication
1. Complexities or Tensions
2. Broader Context
3. Student’s Own Rhetorical Choices (Syn and Arg)
4. Persuasive

Consistent Throughout and Helps Argument

“Broader Context”

AP Language



General Keys to 
Sophistication
1. Complexities or 

Tensions
2. Broader Context
3. Alternative 

Interpretations
4. Persuasive

Consistent 
Throughout and 
Helps Argument

1. Thinking and Writing are 
Complex

a. Ideal/Real
b. Yin/Yang

2. Nothing Happens in a Vacuum
a. Big Ideas
b. Themes
c. “Everything is about something 

else—something bigger.”
3. More than One Way to 

Understand Text or Issue 
a. Opposing / Alternative 

Perspectives
4. Own Writing Choices Matter

a. “Everything you write affects 
your readers.” 

General Keys to 
Sophistication
1. Complexities or 

Tensions
2. Broader Context
3. Student’s Own 

Rhetorical Choices 
(Syn and Arg)

4. Persuasive

Consistent 
Throughout and 
Helps Argument



So much of it is about 
the audience: the 
readers of the essay

- Contexts
- Perspectives
- Persuasion

The Problem: Most 
students think of essays 
as things to get done, 
not as communicating 
thinking to a reader.

Audience Matters



The sophistication point is so important because it 
keeps pushing students to reach for true quality of 
writing and analysis. Without it, it really would be 

possible to simply teach analyzing texts and making 
arguments as a mechanical formula, which to would 
be extremely sad and would sap motivation for some 
students to continually improve (and some teachers 

to teach the class).

So, What’s the [Sophistication] Point



From a FB Post by “AP Literature and Composition” Group member Maya Molly 

1. I don't spend much time deliberately "teaching" the sophistication point. It exists primarily so that there is a line of the rubric that 
isn't formulaic. I constantly tell my students that sophistication grows out of executing all other rows of the rubric particularly 
well—you need a complex thesis, close and insightful analysis of details, etc. 

2. That said, I also constantly emphasize complexity, which I particularly define as embracing contradictions [and tensions] rather 
than running from them. So often students see something "odd" about a passage or poem that doesn't neatly fit their main thesis, 
so they ignore it in their essays. I also constantly tell them that the best thesis statements often hinge around a "yet"—works are 
chosen for the AP exam primarily BECAUSE they contain complexity/contradiction/tension/ambiguity instead of simple one-sided 
messages, so some kind of complexity/contradiction/tension/ambiguity is ALWAYS there.

3. I never tell my students to try to use "sophisticated" writing in their essays. Instead, I constantly emphasize that they must convey 
sophisticated meaning, which means choosing the right words to describe what they see. For example, a student-chosen metaphor 
in an essay that isn't in a poem may distract from their explanation of the writer’s figurative language, so I discourage this, but an 
adjective that captures the right shade of tone can be beautifully effective.

4. If students have time, I encourage them to use their conclusion to set the themes of a work into a broader context, which I do think 
helps with the sophistication point. We also talk a lot about background and social context. 

5. When I'm grading in-class work using the exam rubric, I give half points for each row. This is especially helpful for the thesis and 
sophistication points, which otherwise don't allow us to show degrees of strength. 

So, what’s the [Sophistication] Point



Abstract Ideas and 
then statements 
about them…

Everything is about 
something else: 
something bigger.  





Addressing Sophistication
A. Revise Everything

a. Students do timed-writing. You do mini-lessons based off of what they need. Then revise. 
b. Then, let them have those with them as models when they work on other essays.

B. Push reading and interpretation to big ideas and complexity*
a. Everything is about something bigger
b. Nothing is simple 

C. Build, Model, Build, Model, Bui… 
a. Write with them and share what you are doing and why
b. Let them have those a models, build their own, then use them… rinse and repeat

D. Teach sentence level writing and revision
a. Revisit their drafts as a class and use those drafts to show how to revise sentences to 

make better ideas
E. Give them checklists of things to do during and in revision of timed writing

AP Lit Sample Paragraphing - Different Levels

*Make sure they’re ready or their essays will be about ideas, not analysis… that is bad. 

Stylistic Moves Toward Sophistication

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OOE4F6REz3gtzaDIPSISDkQ9lIW1aMyrVtksPa1OrXI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WeR3vf0_tkxFSXQAILlYC_3jZc2amsPdQ8wsSy9kSqA/edit?usp=sharing


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QM1LBfbG_emhHM_R8dUPnc6_gWYr1kYChb7seqU14Rg/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VhQioqPfZC-2u5-j70VdNFxdyjD3Qd-5aZLrrGiAodo/edit?usp=sharing


AND… It Does Matter Beyond the Exam



Qs from U



We are risk takers 
and mistake makers

(thanks Andy)



Susan Barber - 
MuchAdoAboutTeaching.com

@susangbarber on IG and BlueSky

Order 100% Engagement
 
Order Norton Guide to AP Lit here

https://muchadoaboutteaching.com/front-page/ap-lit-resources/
https://www.instagram.com/susangbarber/
https://bsky.app/profile/did:plc:a4cmn3wzhkvr5rdcsnkqkgfq
https://www.corwin.com/books/100-engagement-290842
https://wwnorton.com/books/9781324087229


Next 
Step 
Blog

https://perfectionlearning.com/nextstep/author/brandon-abdon?plcstate=al&plcsite=nat
https://perfectionlearning.com/nextstep/author/brandon-abdon?plcstate=al&plcsite=nat
https://perfectionlearning.com/nextstep/author/brandon-abdon?plcstate=al&plcsite=nat
https://perfectionlearning.com/nextstep/author/brandon-abdon?plcstate=al&plcsite=nat
https://perfectionlearning.com/nextstep/author/brandon-abdon?plcstate=al&plcsite=nat




● 30+ Lessons and Activities 
● Honors Courses, Pre-AP®, Seminar, etc. 
● Students work with their own writing AND 

with provided drafts and samples
● Supplemental video links for each lesson 
● AP®, SAT®, and ACT® Ready, including…

○ Lessons with question types for each
○ Each lesson aligned to standards or 

expectations for each  



Please do the survey
&

Please be in touch

Brandon.Abdon@gmail.com
susangbarber@gmail.com

mailto:Brandon.Abdon@gmail.com

