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Exemplar/98 

Mr. Eure 

AP English Language and Composition 

4 April 2011 

Lost in a World of Darkness: 

Learning How to Learn 

 Welcome, one and all, to the in-depth analysis of my strengths, weaknesses, and how I 

must learn to organize it all into some coherent, philosophical argot here. A chief gambit in this 

ditched effort to drudge up some shovelful of intelligible (and with luck, reflective) muck from 

the trenches of my mind is the puzzling review of my preparation for and performance on the 

practice AP Exam. Whether this will lead me into some insight on how to improve in academia – 

and the life promised afterwards1 – or into some Scylla-esque disaster set in pitch-blackness, is 

still unknown at this point in the venture. But, as any brave crew of mariners would do, we push 

on in the face of uncertainty, (hopefully) taking care to remind ourselves that the real danger lays 

in the land of the sun.2 

 If I have not already made myself clear with my Odyssean metaphor, then allow me to re-

assert my rather negative line of reasoning: to retrieve some qualitative fragment on how I can 

enrich my ability to learn from the massive block of raw data that is the results of my Mid-Term 

is no easy task. But that is only by the simple yet arduous charge of sifting through said data to 

find it. Where the difficulty arises is in how to incorporate it into my writing and overall learning 

experience – genuinely. In the end, learning what my strengths and weaknesses are and how best 

                                                            
1 Of which I am an agnostic of. 

2 If you don’t know whether to feel enlightened or confused by this metaphor, then rightfully so. If you just feel 
confused… 
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to manipulate them to my advantage can go two ways: either it will improve my performance as 

an organic writer, or it will cause me to become even better at embellishing poorly written work. 

Whether I choose the latter or the road less traveled will make all the difference3. 

 In preparing for the Mid Term, I found myself in the same boat4 as I usually find myself 

in during times of (potentially) high-risk tests. Unfortunately for me, that boat’s name is 

Laziness. What usually took me 20 minutes to study took me 60, between all the video games, 

TV watching, funny Internet videos, and other forms of modern tomfoolery5. But regardless of 

how long it took, study I did. I read through old essays, reviewed their reflections, and pored 

over the wall of text that was the Oppenheimer adversarial blog (along with “Why Johnny Can’t 

Fail”, naturally). The main purpose of the former two was to review what worked, didn’t work, 

and why in my past writing exploits, focusing on my ability (or rather inability6) to synthesize 

something qualitative within a short period of time. As for the latter, it was merely a primer for 

the impending passages and their questions. At the time, I had failed to notice it’s potential as 

review for rhetorical analysis. But with hindsight always being 20-20, I feel particularly biased in 

saying that seeing it as such might have helped me write a better analysis on Practice AP+37. 

Jessness’ piece and the resulting essay – which for what it’s worth, seemed to help me in 

properly dissecting Hazlitt’s piece – provided the scarce amount of preparation I actually did for 

rhetorical analysis. 
                                                            
3 Or not, and my incorporation of Frost’s famous poem is pure embellishment.  

4 Gotta love the recurring sea theme. 

5 It turns out that the word “tomfoolery” originates from the 19th century English name “Tom Fool”, which was what 
mentally deranged people were called. So it seems that I am mentally deranged for procrastinating.   

6 Here’s an argument of whether the glass is half empty or half full. Frankly, I feel that the glass is twice as large as 
it needs to be. 

7 My relation of the Mid Term to D-Day here is based on the slaughter that occurred in both, most notably early on. 
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 Now, how does all this preparation translate to my strengths and weaknesses entering this 

exam? Good question. The detail from this account that begs the most attention is my inherent 

laziness to do a more extensive review. This has been a common theme throughout my career as 

a student8 with all things studying. A good portion of the reason for this behavior stems from my 

history of success without studying. From this grew a certain arrogance that studying didn’t 

apply to me; combine that with my seemingly contradictory work ethic and you have yourself a 

recipe for apathetic studying, the kind that remains precariously perched on the border between 

genuine studying and…well, tomfoolery of the sort described previously9.  

 On the flip side, it can be defined as a strength that I studied at all. The very act of 

making some effort to study is commendable – as long as it’s genuine10. You can study your 

brains out before an exam and then lose it all within that glorious hour after, but what makes 

studying genuine is if it stays with you to help you down the road11. The question then comes 

down to whether I feel I genuinely studied or not. To be honest, I believe that despite my 

tendency to procrastinate, I still managed to salvage some authentic review. There is a large 

space for improvement, to be sure: if I had to put it into figures, it would probably be 70% spent 

on the Laziness and 30% spent genuinely studying12. But in order for me to properly tackle this 

central issue in my preparation, let us move on to the test itself. 

                                                            
8 As duly noted in the annual reviews provided by my boss. 

9 So technically, I’m borderline mentally deranged.  

10 There’s that word again. Authenticity, if some haven’t noticed, will be a driving theme in my narrative. 

11 For game shows, of course. Purely for game shows. 

12 And 2% butterscotch ripple, ala Willy Wonka. 
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 To keep things as chronologically sound as possible, I will begin with the first part of the 

exam taken: the multiple-choice section. I was by far the least nervous entering this part of the 

exam than any other, not because I felt I had studied essay writing less or passage reading more. 

Based on the fact that my mind works more logically, multiple-choice in any subject for me has 

always been the easiest part of a test. An example of this that I find quite interesting is my 

breakdown of number ten, of which I had chronicled in my compendium prior to receiving my 

grades. Number ten reads, “The ‘dyspeptic alderman’ (line 62) is presented as an illustration 

of…” During the exam, I recall not knowing what alderman meant in the slightest, but I could 

tell from the “peptic” in “dyspeptic” and from the context of the passage that it had something to 

do with an upset stomach13.  

 The context lead me to assert that the alderman is denying the gourmet food because he 

“cannot compass” (line 61) it, thus immediately eliminating choice A, given that (according to 

the context) he was not succumbing to any temptation. Being that there is no “unjustified 

suffering of an innocent victim”, I eliminated Choice C. Neither “admirable behavior” nor “one’s 

conscience” corresponds to the author’s purpose of the alderman example, leaving only Choice B 

as a viable answer. The thought that I arrived at this conclusion in the first place is fascinating, 

even more so now that I know it is correct. The process detailed here is what formed my basic 

routine for answering the passage questions. Although I did not review it in detail, I do feel that 

the dissection of the Oppenheimer passage questions in-class did help me work through the 

multiple-choice section at a faster pace than if we had not practiced that skill14. 

                                                            
13 It turns out that a “dyspeptic alderman” is a rich man with an upset stomach. Pretty close to the mark. 

14 A point that I also find fascinating; something that I can only recall taking a cursory glance at might have helped 
me more than the essays I glared at for several non-consecutive hours. Which raises the question: is the time 
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Next came Exam+3: the dreaded rhetorical analysis essay. Even before the Mid Terms 

began, I had a terrible foreboding that rhetorical analysis would be my worst essay of the three. 

A synthesis essay may be new in practice, but the format is the same as any old DBQ dating as 

far back as the sixth grade. General arguments fit in nicely with my logical approach to 

problems…but for some reason, when it comes to analyzing a piece for its rhetorical appeals, I 

mess up. Many times, as it was for this one, it is because although I recognize and understand the 

rhetorical appeals in the given passage, I tend to begin with a synopsis of the passage instead of 

an analysis. I know the rudimentary differences between a synopsis and an analysis: where I find 

I have the most trouble using the latter over the former is in timed assignments. Under timed 

conditions, my mind goes into a state of pseudo-panic where it selectively cuts out steps that it 

finds superfluous15. One of those steps happens to be working out mentally the process that the 

author goes through within their argument. Even though it is technically cut out, I still feel 

compelled to work it out in some way; in the rush, my mind throws away any memory of what a 

rhetorical analysis should be. Hence my tendency towards summarizing in timed rhetorical 

analysis essays. 

I do not take this as an excuse for myself, and neither should you assume that I do. On the 

contrary, I suspect this “rushed feeling/cutting of steps” dilemma to be less of a mental problem16 

and more of a time management issue that ties in directly with my logical way of thinking. What 

rhetorical analysis is at its core is the just that: the very “core” of the passage, all cut-and-dry 
                                                                                                                                                                                                
invested in something proportional to its authenticity? (Given that the time invested isn’t spent copying and pasting, 
that is) 

15 I talk about my brain in the 3rd person to emphasize (virtually) involuntary action by the mind under stressful (i.e. 
test-taking) conditions. Just another problem that lies with tests. As a quick aside, there is actually a mental disorder 
that requires someone extra time on any given timed exam. If they don’t get it, they fail. 

16 Despite my apparent mental derangement, that is. 
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with nothing else but the rhetorical appeals and how they are incorporated into the argument. 

Simple, right? Not exactly. I have a strong tendency towards over-thinking a problem, especially 

in a timed environment. In a general argument or synthesis, you are given a prompt (and in the 

case of the synthesis, sources) and kicked out of the figurative nest17. For rhetorical analysis, you 

are given a prompt with a 10-pound weight attached, then kicked out of the nest. Have you ever 

seen a baby bird fly with a 10-pound weight?  

Of course, this unique situation only applies to anyone who over-thinks to the point of 

self-destruction. In reality, it is only a paperweight18. What that paperweight represents exactly is 

that god-forsaken passage. Every time there is one for an essay, I mark it up until there is more 

of my writing on the page than the authors’, but all it gets me is panic and a poorly written essay. 

Not to say there hasn’t been any improvement from previous ones.  

Comparing mine to the 8-of-an-essay example, I found that both got straight to the point 

in the intro. The problem there: even though mine seemed like it was headed towards actual 

analysis, it suddenly veered off in the wrong direction. In the past and still now with some essays 

I have included “intro sentences” that are a basic introduction…to the introduction. Here it seems 

I went in reverse, although with less bulk than usually found. The major differences between the 

example’s intro and mine were the directionality, succinctness, and flow of our sentences. The 

example started off with a strong lead into addressing the prompt and remained consistent 

throughout. I, on the other hand, started off strong but then failed to address the prompt any 

further than what Hazlitt’s argument was.  

                                                            
17 I had an entertaining “walking the plank” metaphor to augment to my sea theme, but this seems to suit the 
situation better. Savor this short reprieve. 

18 Where would a mother bird even get a paperweight? My metaphor is falling to pieces before my eyes… 
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 What I feel caused such a damaging swerve off of the topic was my desire to reach the 

body paragraphs. Knowing my tendency to “ramble on”19, I fear during timed writing that I will 

take too long on the intro and never get to writing anything substantial for the bodies. 

Unfortunately, this plan in turn backfires, causing me to plow through my intro without 

establishing much of a base. Setting mine side-by-side with the 6 example, I found that both 

were of similar construct intro- and body-wise, the only major difference being that the example 

avoided summarization. Prior to receiving my grades, I had considered my essay to be 5 

material20 at the most, seeing how poorly written the 3-of-an-essay was. It seems I was a little 

too generous when it came to my initial self-review, but more the sake of having some trace of 

DAMAGES in here, let us cite the differences between a 4 and a 521. 

 According to DAMAGES, the main difference between an essay of a 4 and that of a 5 

(when concerning my piece) is that a 5 merely scrapes the surface of effectiveness while a 4 just 

misses the point of contact22. For all intents and purposes, the reason why my essay failed to 

reach my approximated score is because of my failure to truly analyze: if I had less difficulty 

working out the passage in my head, then I could have unquestionably scraped out a 5 with 

minimal effort. If anything in my essay could be considered analysis, it would be my breakdown 

of what Hazlitt said. My failure to address how Hazlitt structured his piece and for what purpose 

is what ultimately hindered my scraping out of a 5. 

                                                            
19 Sarcasm unintended: the word “ramble” in this case merely means something superfluous, for while ramble 
usually implies unintelligent as well, I still find my verbiage intelligent to some degree. 

20 If God had smiled upon my humble existence, that is.  

21 An easy answer to this query would be 1 – but I’m feeling a little ambitious today, so I’ll venture down the road 
less taken. 

22 In other words, a 3 with better aim. At hitting what? Perhaps the iceberg of effectiveness. Or the wide side of the 
barn of effectiveness. 
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 As for the Synthesis and General Argument essays23 – the foremost aspect of both being 

that they highlight my high aptitude for arguing – both to me seemed far easier than the likes of 

the dreaded rhetorical analysis. I entered both portions feeling confident in my ability to write a 

sufficient essay with all the right trappings24, and left both even more confident than I was going 

in. Aside from the nervous scrawls and overconfident air, my pre-grade reflection of both 

included nothing beyond the typical save for a relatively in-depth look into the extra class time 

given for reading over the sources, annotating, and preparing an outline for the Synthesis25. What 

is interesting is that despite the time I spent annotating and outlining, I still received the same 

score as on my rhetorical analysis, of which I had a significantly smaller amount of preparation 

time in-class. Like so many stray calves in a cattle drive, this idea will be rounded back up when 

the time calls for it26. 

 Between the two (and not just due to the higher score), I feel that the General Argument 

is a finer representative of my inherent strengths in writing. Here, I took a favorite approach of 

mine, which was to disparage the piece as much as possible by shooting down the pros as I went 

along. This technique has yielded good results in past essays, and failed to disappoint. Initially 

following the traditional theme of a sizeable intro, totaling to nine sentences, I felt both during 

the exam and in review that I was taking too long to reach the body (as seems to be the norm 

                                                            
23 Of which I address as a pair because although I received the same score of a 4 on my Synthesis and a 6 on General 
Argument, I believe that both should be tackled in a similar fashion to the action behind the phrase “killing two birds 
with one stone”. Why? Because both involve in-depth argument, and both display a number of my strengths in 
writing (whereas rhetorical analysis illustrated the opposite of the latter and by no means involved the former). 

24 Bells and whistles (i.e. embellishment) included, naturally. 

25 I shudder to think what may have happened if not for the extra time. Perhaps I have that test-taking disorder, and I 
would have flunked it. But my egotism tells me otherwise… 

26 Because everyone knows that a calf is worth much less at market than the large adult Angus cattle I make sure to 
stay by at all times. Let them wander, I say. 
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with my essays). However, long does not exactly mean excessive, thus leading me to feel that 

what under regular circumstances would fall under “intro sentences” actually helped me more 

than it hurt. Despite its length, the intro runs smoothly through a line of logic that I use as a 

means to reach the proper thesis for my disparagement, the driving force behind it all being 

similar in construct to this very piece27. I could have gotten to the point faster, but get to the 

point I did. My slipshod28 was in the organization of the subsequent bodies, of which I succeeded 

in writing two. The problem was that although both followed the thesis and held good ground in 

my argument, they were set up more as a continuation of the intro than a support of it. In short, 

there were no topic sentences, no transitions, and no clear organization or association between 

paragraphs. I simply followed with my initial idea without adding any of the required pieces to 

make it all fit together29. Overall, what this essays shows is my strength in constructing a strong 

intro and thesis and having the high potential to back it up with a solid argument. 

 Similar problems arose within my Synthesis essay, where the “intro sentences” also 

appeared, this time hurting more than helping (as they did in previous rhetorical analysis essays). 

The sentence where I elaborate on my use of the word “obscure” in the previous sentence seems 

out of place now that I see it, although it would have fashioned well as a footnote instead. One 

should not have to digress in an intro, and the bulk that this explanatory tangent sentence weighs 

down the overall effectiveness of my thesis. Here, just as with the other two essays, lies the 

problem of organization of info and the incorporation of that into the structure of my essay. 

                                                            
27 Or essay, or narrative, or whatever you wish to call this. Call it Ishmael for all I care. (And just like that, we’re 
back to the sea theme). 

28 Meaning carelessness, usually in a sloppy way. Never a dull moment with this word. 

29 Imagine a jigsaw puzzle with all of the border pieces missing, or an arch without its keystone. 
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 Now here we are, at the end of the proverbial road, waiting at market with still some 

adventurous calves to recover back to the drove30. We have the problems of authenticity, 

laziness, and the value of learning through self-reflection. To make things easier, let us begin the 

search for that bold but gullible calf named Laziness31. 

 Laziness in almost any of its forms is deleterious to the one doing it32. Thankfully, in my 

case, it was only deleterious in that it was hindering my study routine. As stated previously, the 

very fact that I studied is worth its weight in test scores. The real issue here is why I am lazy. 

 I don’t mean to sound absurd, but I pride myself on my laziness. That’s it. I admit it. 

There is no shame involved, no flinch of pain or guilt every time I find myself in an act of 

tomfoolery33. Where my laziness stems from is most likely from the same root as my arrogance 

towards some forms of schoolwork: being bright as I am, it did not take long for chibi-me34 to 

figure out how to solve problems quicker than how we were taught to. Teachers, especially back 

in the glory days of afternoon naps and snack breaks, always coordinated enough time for 

everyone to finish whatever problem was presented in the way they had taught us. In a perfect 

world, then, there would be no need for a dunce cap. But the smarter children, who had figured 

out how to answer the problem their own, faster way, become finished long before the allotted 

time is up and proceed to do what children do best: have fun at an adult’s expense. 

                                                            
30 What a strange transition from a sea theme to a cowboy them. Perhaps so because herding sea creatures just 
doesn’t seem viable at this juncture. 

31 Or is it a dinghy named Laziness? I’m not quite sure anymore. 

32 Unless that person is a lazy suicidal person. A little dark humor never hurt anyone. 

33 For there is no guilt involved in being mentally deranged. 

34 “Chibi” means “short” in Japanese, and usually refers to someone when they were a child. 
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 With age, this fooling around matures into full-blown boredom, when the child (me) 

reaches that tentative point between child and teen; maybe even earlier depending on the child. 

The problems become trivial, and the work itself seems silly. As the child grows, so does this 

seedling of what will eventually blossom into a sprawling tree of tomfoolery and procrastination. 

What naturally comes with this is the arrogance mentioned earlier – in that even at the higher-

grade levels students still find some work to be “below them” intellectually35. So in essence, the 

school system has bred me to become apathetic towards work. One may then ask why, then, if 

the school system has wrecked my work ethic, that I am here typing. Is it for the grade? Is it for 

college? My future career? Or is it just pride? These questions lead us straight to our next, 

sneakier calf: authenticity, and what it means to actually invest it in one’s writing. 

 Earlier I had cited using the Oppenheimer blog as a means of studying the breaking down 

of a passage. What I did not discuss was the comments behind the emulations. Go there now and 

take a look for yourself. Scroll down and take a cursory glance at those 500+ comments. What 

words pop out to you the most? For the many times I have visited and re-visited that blog, the 

two interchangeable phrases I have seen in nearly every post were “I agree” or “I disagree”. 

Coincidence? Not exactly. 

 What you are seeing there is embellishment at its finest: a student is given the go to 

comment however they please on a given piece written by one of their peers, but instead of 

taking initiative and providing more incite than what is there, they simply reply something along 

the lines of, “Wow, I agree so much. I really liked how you [insert randomized line from piece 

here]. Great job!” 

                                                            
35 A trait which is one of the many culprits behind poor judgment when it comes to students deciding whether or not 
to take an AP, and how many. 
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 Encouragement of your peers is always…encouraged, but not to the extent to which we 

took it on the Oppenheimer blog. The online adversarial wasn’t entirely barren, however: there 

were little oases spotted here and there of real, collaborative, and organic thought. But 

authenticity, it seems, was as rare on the blog as Francium is in the universe36. The same basis 

for thought on what can be considered genuine can be applied to this narrative, although the 

same idea need not be elaborated upon twice, or at least I hope so for the sake of brevity37. 

 And now for that final, devious calf that ties in so well with our last point on authenticity 

and its rarity: how learning through deep reflection like this is really valued. Ask any student 

about this assignment, and it is just a miniature of the Centuries Project38. A grueling, torturous 

assignment where they must actually devise something organic (God forbid39) and holistic in 

nature. But the fact that most every student feels this way does not make this assignment null and 

void. 

 For the same reason practice makes perfect, this assignment, like the many others piled 

on top of our delicate psyches each coming year, forces us to improve, whether we want to or 

not. The very act of writing causes one to be a better writer, or at least in theory. At the very 

least, one cannot become a worse writer through the tormenting process of writing a narrative 

such as this one40. So must authenticity be present for learning to occur? In an ideal world, 

                                                            
36 Fun fact: at any given time, there are only 3 atoms of Francium existent in the entire universe. 

37 As brief as a narrative of this length and caliber can be. 

38 An AP World project where you must chronicle every bit of history from the dawn of it on earth to this very 
moment. Not really what students define as fun these days. 

39 Or whoever you believe (or don’t believe) in. 

40 They will become more mentally deranged, however. 
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boatloads41 of Francium would run around naked in the grass, but the worlds gone on just fine 

with only 3 atoms of it doing so. The world turns, students embellish, and minds are refined by 

endless writing. It’s not a perfect cycle, but if perfection were the goal, Odysseus would have 

never made it home. 

                                                            
41 There! The sea theme returns just before the end game. Well placed indeed. 


