
1 

Exemplar/98 

Mr. Eure 

AP Language and Composition 

4 April 2011 

Metacognitive Narrative 

My phone has not stopped ringing. College deans keep calling, offering me outrageous 

scholarships to attend their prestigious science programs. In fact, President Barack Obama 

should be knocking on my door in the next week begging for me to explain some complex 

physics. In twenty or thirty years, your children will attend a university named after me, a 

college much better than Harvard and Yale combined. How, you may ask, did I manage to 

become so accomplished at the mere age of sixteen? Well, I discovered a time machine and I 

accredit my innovative discovery to the stress of long term assignments and procrastination. 

Let me explain. It was one or two in the morning on April 2nd and I was slumping in front 

of my computer guzzling coffee. Piles of chemistry notes and English reflections were 

suffocating me, so I decided to take a five minute break. As I stumbled up the stairs to enter my 

kitchen, I noticed a bright, futuristic car planted in my living room. Curiosity got the best of me 

and I approached the large machine and sat in the driver’s seat. As soon as I put the car in drive, 

the Earth shook and my head began to spin (perhaps I should have worn my seatbelt)! I slammed 

on the brakes, parked the car, and jumped out. I brewed some coffee to cure my splitting 

headache and I returned to my computer, once again, to continue working on my lab. However, 

the lab wasn’t there. All of it was gone! I picked up my phone to call my boyfriend and cry about 

the horrible technological mishap, but something strange caught my eye. The date on my phone 

was not April 2nd, 2011, but rather January 25th, 2011!  
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I knew I was going mad. Perhaps the stress had finally taken its toll on me… but it 

couldn’t be possible! I was almost done with my lab! I must have time travelled or fallen asleep 

into some sick nightmare. I ran back upstairs into my living room to get back into the strange, 

time-travelling car and go to the right date. But, the car wasn’t there! I had time travelled and 

now I had no way back! 

I considered my options, thinking, Should I check into a mental hospital or sleep it out? I 

chose the latter and when I awoke the next morning, a snow day cancelled my English midterm. 

In a confusion of déjà vu and “pinch-me I must be dreaming” thoughts, I discovered my reason 

for time-travelling in the first place- I was supposed to give myself advice about the AP 

Language Midterm! 

In an effort to remember everything (time travel skews your memory), I took out my 

compendium to take notes. The first thing I wanted to address was my studying methods; after 

all, I couldn’t remember many of the questions specifically. I began to reflect on my 

performance and wrote some notes to myself in my compendium: 

You knew multiple choice section would be a struggle the first time you took the test, but 

you didn’t bother to study enough. With an opportunity to take this test again, you have to study 

more! You may think that working through old AP tests question by question is helpful, but its 

not. Your methodology, to answer a question and then check the answer key to make sure you got 

it right, will not prepare you for the test properly. This method might have worked, but you did 

not answer the questions at the right pace. In the real testing situation, you will have no time to 

breathe! You will be pressed for time and forced to read much quicker and closer. Perhaps you 

should study rhetorical strategies and understanding references. You will run into trouble with 
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these questions several times while taking the test and you will not think about your answers 

thoroughly. 

My reflective thoughts were cut off as my incredible memory returned to me; I scribbled 

into my compendium as the data spilled out of my brain. For the multiple choice portion, I 

answered 34 questions correctly, 15 questions incorrectly, and I omitted 5 questions altogether. 

These numbers are in the average range for the multiple choice section of the exam, however, 

they are largely discrepant to my essay scores, which were a 6, 7, and 6 respectively- all above 

the average range. The lower scores on the multiple choice portion inhibited my chances of 

receiving a 5 on the practice exam, but also opened my eyes to the work that needs to be done. 

I continued to address myself in my compendium, stating:  

You might think it’s awesome that you have previous knowledge about your midterm 

before you take it, but I will not help you cheat. You need to learn these skills and train yourself 

to do the best you can on the AP, not cheat to get the highest score you can. With that said, I will 

help you recognize your weaknesses and advise you on how to study.  

First things first- read closely! You did well in your English class during the first 

semester due to your writing work. You are well-prepared to write essays, but you need more 

practice in close reading. When you are handed the test, you will freak out. Every so often, you 

will read an entire passage and not understand one word. Train your mind to zero in on the 

important information. Also, when faced with tough questions, don’t overthink your answer!  

Passage One will trip you up almost immediately- defining words will be hard, but 

rhetorical strategies and references will confuse you even more. The material will be interesting 

in your opinion, but the stress to get every question right will trouble you. Attack the set of 

questions as a whole, but look at each question in a vacuum. The more you worry about getting 
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all the answers correct, the less chances you have to read closely. And when you are stuck, move 

on!  

Passage Two will offer you some relief; the topic and material are slightly easier to 

understand than Passage One. You will regain some of your confidence as you being to breeze 

through the questions, but don’t let your confidence become cockiness. Besides, if you thought 

Passage Two was tough, wait for the Passage Three; it will confuse you beyond belief.  

Before I begin to scare you even more about your future performance, one of my past, I 

have another thing to say. You need to recognize the differences in testing situations. You will 

have a few more minutes in class to do the multiple choice questions rather than in May for the 

AP. Also, like your studying method, the multiple choice portion is broken up between two class 

periods. After reading closely for sixty minutes straight, you will run out of steam, your brain 

will hurt, and you will contemplate suicide (well, I’m kidding about the last one. Killing yourself 

in public is just rude…wait until you get home). During the midterm, you will say that you lost 

focus during Passage Three, but you are only making excuses! Don’t let your disinterest in the 

material hinder your ability to answer the questions. Sure, you will look at Passage Three and 

say to yourself, “Why would I care about some birdman and the rhetorical strategies used to 

explain him?” But you should care! Who knows what you will be doing in the future but I can 

guarantee you will get stuck reading things that are far more disinteresting. More importantly, a 

weakness will become evident as you struggle with contrasting or understanding references 

again, as you did in Passage One. Think about it… if similar questions appear on the same test 

twice, they will definitely be on the real AP test in May! Perhaps you should take a look at that 

weakness early on- understanding references will enhance your comprehension of the readings 

and also enrich your writing.  
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In fact, another trend appears as you grapple with Passage Three. You will recognize 

that your understanding of rhetorical strategies is only surface level. You can define rhetorical 

strategies in a vacuum, but you cannot pick them out of a complex piece. I recommend that while 

you study, you highlight the various rhetorical strategies and notice how they are employed in 

different pieces.  

Thankfully after mashing your brain with the toughest passage, you will have some relief; 

Passage Four is a contemporary, easy-to-understand piece about the decline of the English 

language. You will approach Passage Four with a sigh of relief. Finally, something you can 

understand! The writer explores topics similar to what you’ve studied in Mr. Eure’s class. In 

fact, some of the vocabulary overlaps, like the term “jeremiads”. You won’t run into too many 

problems here, except for your total lack of focus. The most important thing to remember about 

Passage Four is that you want to finish. You didn’t have that problem with the spare twelve 

minutes given in class, but you will on the AP. At this point, you need to read as close as you can 

and answer all the questions you know you know. 

 After finishing the entire midterm, Mr. Eure will retest your ability to answer Passage 

Four’s questions and you will do marginally better, getting ten questions right rather than six. 

Want the explanation? Well, focus! It’s as simple as that. You let your mind wander during the 

midterm, rather than reading about the decline of the English language and involving yourself in 

the literature.  

This brings me to my last bit of advice on the multiple choice section. As a test taker, you 

need to make the test passages paramount to the score attached to them. Don’t read the passage 

simply to answer all the questions, read the passage to enjoy it! You’ll be surprised how 

comprehension and enjoyment work hand in hand! 
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After writing all of this to myself, I began to question my sanity again. What was I doing 

writing a letter to myself about an English midterm? What did this test even mean in the long 

run? As I contemplated the deeper meaning of the midterm, I scribbled some more into my 

compendium: 

The outcome of this test is not just a grade, it is a realization that you cannot simply go 

through the motions when completing a task. In retrospect, I notice a trend in all the work you/ I 

do. If you enjoy the topic discussed, you will push yourself to improve your writing and reading 

skills. However, if you find the material uninteresting, your mind will immediately shut off and 

your work ethic will decrease ten-fold. Even months into the future, I don’t know how to fix this 

problem. Perhaps it involves some more retrospective, metacognitive work… 

Let’s discuss the added passages you will take after finishing the entire test. I know I said 

I wouldn’t help you cheat, but I wouldn’t consider this cheating- this is helping you become a 

better reader.  

Anyway, Mr. Eure will hand out two more passages after you finish the test. One passage 

will be written in older English, the other will be Passage Four from the midterm (as I explained 

above). You will do great on the retake of Passage Four, only missing one question! As I’ve 

already mentioned, this proves that you lack the energy and focus to continue reading closely. 

There are no excuses for your performance on the second passage- you will only get four 

questions correct! Sure, you can say that the vocabulary and sentence structure are foreign to 

you, but you still know how to read, don’t you? When you look at this passage next time, really 

concentrate on the primary focus and the overall meaning on the piece. If you are at a total loss 

for the meaning, you won’t be able to understand the more subtle elements of the piece. I 

recommend that you reopen A Tale of Two Cities from last year’s English class and re-analyze 
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some of those passages. That way, you have repaired your skills at dealing with older, more 

difficult passages. Lucky for you, there were no pieces like this one on the midterm; otherwise, 

you’d be dreading the words, “To avoid, therefore, the evils…”  

I know it sounds like I’m starting to rant, but you have to listen to me! I know you best 

because I am you! The more prepared you are to tackle all types of multiple choice passages, the 

less stressed you will be during the AP. Less stress correlates to more focus, which means a 

better multiple choice score.  

This became my last thought on the multiple choice section. Because essays are so 

different than the multiple choice section, I also wanted to give myself ample advice about each 

free response question.   

       Unfortunately, you’ve already written your rhetorical analysis of Hazlitt’s piece, 

“On Want of Money”. Fortunately, you’ve received a 7 on that essay. Once again, unfortunately, 

you will not receive that grade on the other essays. Let’s explore your grades and what they 

reveal about your preparation. 

You were handed Hazlitt’s piece and you knew immediately what you had to do. Read the 

piece and pick out the most prominent rhetorical strategies. The piece didn’t trip you up like you 

thought it would, but still, you had difficultly pin-pointing an adjective to describe the tone. No 

worries… you skipped over that part and labeled it “negative”. Overall, the structure of the 

piece is good, explaining why you were given a seven. Your preparedness is evident in the 

rhetorical analysis, much like it should be considering the steps you took to practice the essential 

skills.   

 I know (because I’m you) that you looked over your notes on the Jerry Jessness 

rhetorical analysis, another essay you earned a 7 on. In the pre-writing assignment for your first 
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rhetorical analysis, all the way back in October, you learned the “key” to effectiveness. Less is 

more. It is ineffective to write down sentences with sloppy verbs and meaningless analysis. After 

this review, you formulated a method. You knew to keep the structure like this: 

(Author)’s (rhetorical strategy) (active, precise verb) (predicate) 

As you’ve learned from experience, that strategy works. You used it several times, like, “Hazlitt’s 

parallelism begins within the second sentence, addressing the life of a person who is in want of 

money”. This set up your essay for an insightful, analytical approach to Hazlitt’s rhetorical 

strategies. Because you studied your old rhetorical analyses and their prep work, you were less 

nervous for this piece. You knew Hazlitt’s piece was tough to understand, but you pushed 

through and focused on your task. (You weren’t even distracted by the cute boy in the hallway 

that passed your door and winked at you. I am very impressed).  

 Although you prepared well for this essay holistically, there is an element you are 

missing to bring you paper up to an 8. This is what I would consider the “ah-hah” moment, 

where the analysis reaches a whole new level of insightfulness. If you look at the model 8 essay 

on College Board’s website, you will see this “ah-hah” moment embodied. The writer states, “In 

addition to this [discussion of the negative verbs in the piece], however, it is important to note 

that all of these are passive. The connotation of this is that the lower-class men are not in control 

of their lives and are instead controlled by the rich who neglect them”.  

 Do you see how this analysis stretches beyond the general structure you have memorized 

and is passage-specific? You need to develop this skill more. Again, I suggest you look at model 

essays online or from your peers. Another option: take the things you read daily (i.e. Time 

magazine or the newspaper) and analyze those passages, but look for a more insightful 
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development of your analysis. Challenge yourself to think beyond the cursory level and these 

skills will trickle into all tasks in your daily life.  

 After writing this to myself, I was on a roll! I was focused on metacognition and advice 

to improve my writing. I knew I would be able to earn even better grades the second time 

around!  

But, my reflective and constructive thoughts were sidetracked by my other mission at 

hand- to return back to the present day. After all, I had to write my lab and the metacognitive 

narrative! I weighed my options meticulously: Should I rush to finish my letter to myself in my 

compendium or ignore it and find a way back to my present time period? Immediately, I knew 

the answer- the constructive criticism trumped my thoughts. I left my cozy spot in front of the 

computer to grab some coffee and reorganize my thoughts. As I walked into my kitchen again, I 

glanced into my living room, hopeful to see a bizarre car that controlled my future. Much to my 

disappointment, it wasn’t there, but a note was in its place, stating: What about the Synthesis 

Paper and General Argument? Did you forget? 

I was definitely insane. This was it. I slapped myself silly trying to wake up from this 

outrageous dream, but I wasn’t going anywhere. I ran to the kitchen, poured the coffee, and 

dashed to my computer to finish my letter of advice. I scribbled into my compendium: 

Stop making me crazy! I’m doing all I can here. Want some more help? Save these dates: 

February 4th, you’ll begin analyzing the Synthesis documents, you will write the essay the 

following Monday, February 7th. The entire focus will be about technology and its relationship 

with education. Before you even begin to wrap your mind around the task at hand, you need to 

consider the purpose of a synthesis paper. Make your argument paramount, lean on the 



10 

documents for support. Don’t simply summarize the documents and organize them into a “for” 

or “against” argument. Be compelling! 

You will be given an entire class period to annotate these documents; in May, the AP will 

give you fifteen minutes to annotate them and organize your thoughts. Don’t make excuses! You 

will look at the documents and say to yourself, “What a piece of cake?  I care about education; 

this involves me directly!” Yet, you will only write a 6-worthy paper. The grade, however, does 

not reveal much about your strengths and weakness.  

You will not finish (no surprise of course), so time management is obviously the biggest 

weakness. Not finishing the essay hinders you ability to score in the higher range. Also, before 

writing, consider the question Mr. Eure always asks, “How organic and necessary is each 

source?” Now, you won’t be thinking that when you write the essay. You will do your best to 

squeeze in some sources that sound like they kinda-sorta make sense. Your drive to fit every 

source in will hinder your coherency of thought. Your ideas will skip around and become 

jumbled.  

Before the test, you should, once again, visit College Board and look at their exemplary 

papers. The one receiving an 8, Paper 1A, makes their argument paramount. They incorporate 

sources together and multiple times, rather than referring to a source because they have to. 

Honestly consider your opinion of the prompt and then write about it. Don’t take off in a mad 

dash to put something on the page and end up writing nothing useful at all. 

The most prominent weakness of all is similar to your/my weakness in rhetorical 

analyses. You don’t reach beyond surface level analysis or insight. You simply answer the 

prompt and move onto another idea. You might think this is right (I know you do, because I did 
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too), but it is better to extend ideas into your personal argument rather than stick to the ideas of 

the sources themselves.  

Consider your “Uncanny Valley” synthesis paper. Where did the prompt state, “Write an 

essay comparing zombification to failure in youth”? It didn’t state that, but you did it. That’s 

because you were thinking about the larger picture, but you won’t on the midterm. Think outside 

the box a little, formulate your own thoughts and ideas, and then rely on the sources to help 

convey your message. Don’t make the sources speak for you. 

During your spare time to annotate, you will write an outline for the essay. However, you 

will not use it when you write your essay in class. Why? Well, you will decide on a new outline to 

make your ideas flow much better. This is a great thing! You were able to mull over your 

original thoughts and improve on them during the writing process. Sure, the essay didn’t go the 

way you had planned, yet, you were able to write more concisely and offer more insight. As you 

know, however, you are only at the start of writing an effective synthesis paper. Don’t let a six-

paper by the ceiling; aim high! 

I felt fulfilled after thinking about my synthesis paper. Of course, I didn’t know if I would 

take my own advice when writing the second time around. However, the metacognition felt 

useful in the long run. I would return to the future and begin to prepare myself for the AP. I now 

knew Mr. Eure wasn’t crazy for assigning this paper. I, however, was crazy, as I was writing a 

letter to myself and stuck in the past from a mysterious time machine.  

My thoughts troubled me greatly. I was surely insane; but the small letter in my pocket 

reassured me to finish writing in my compendium first. Angrily, I gripped onto the pencil and put 

it to the blue ledger.      
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Want to know about the General Argument? Well, it’s written by some crazy dude who 

believes in bestiality and excessive donations to the poorer people of this Earth. Want to know 

something else? You will receive a 6 on this paper. Don’t worry though; if you improve your 

weaknesses, you may see an improvement in your effectiveness. 

At least you finish the paper! On the more negative side (or positive- depending on how 

you look at it), your main weakness is your insight. You never create an “ah-hah” moment and 

your rhetoric is uninteresting.  

You will be handed the prompt and actually smile. Singer discusses a problem you are 

learning about in your favorite subject, environmental science. Singer addresses the spread of 

wealth, not the lack of it. You have so many ideas you want to run all over the page! Yet, you will 

not take the time to organize your thoughts. You quickly list the pros and cons in your head, you 

grab your pen, and you begin to write your essay.  

Your introduction quickly loses focus, so you will just write a thesis and start your first 

body paragraph. Your thesis is alright, but perfunctory, but you don’t care, you already onto the 

first body paragraph discussing the pros. Using the information you learned in environmental 

science class, you will support Singer’s solution, aiming your focus on the positive impact on the 

environment. It’s great that you have so much knowledge about the environment, but none of it is 

compelling. When you get to write this argument again, find a new positive outcome. You can 

continue to write about the environmental impact of less luxury, but focus on a more 

humanitarian positive outcome. While at the time you thought your thinking was spot on, it 

wasn’t. You are merely dipping the surface of the prompt.           

The second paragraph, however, will offer you more opportunities to express your own 

thoughts. You will question the line between luxury and necessity, providing some deeper 
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understanding of Singer’s solution. Then you will define certain luxuries as necessities, like 

higher education, a television, and a telephone. Your thesis will state that you do not support 

Singer’s solution because there are too many cons working against him. However, you will write 

a very short paragraph about the cons, especially in comparison to the paragraph on the pros. 

Your own writing is contradictory.  

You will write a conclusion that is not perfunctory, one of your main goals after not 

finishing the synthesis paper. The conclusion is great! You finally delve into deeper analysis. You 

explore a world where Singer’s solution is applied and you point out the flaws. If you had 

thought through the entire essay before you wrote it, your entire essay would be as consistent as 

your conclusion. You need to write the entire essay to reach a conclusion, not just write a 

perfunctory essay and then reach an analytical conclusion.  

On another note, you will do something positive. By some strange miracle, you will finish 

with three or four minutes to spare. You will return to your introduction and say, 

“WHAAAAAT?” which is exactly what you should be saying because it makes no sense. You will 

write another introduction which makes sense, but is not really compelling. Your introduction, 

however, presents all the ideas in your essay.  

You shouldn’t have to finish your essay to know what you are writing about. Before you 

write, take a few minutes to come to your own conclusion and work backwards. There is no 

reason to rush meaningless writing. 

Finally…my hand was sore from scribbling, but I finished my self-advice column. I was 

relieved, but I didn’t feel fulfilled completely. Thoughts rushed to my head as I grabbed my pen 

one last time to address myself: 
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After taking the entire midterm, you will have a prose conversation with [x]. This will 

consist of a mute conversation completely taking place on paper. This note card conversation 

will open your eyes to collaboration. [x] and you will begin to discuss how to answer multiple 

choice questions. Furthermore, you will begin to learn from each other how to be better test 

takers. Hold onto this collaboration. It is the “stuff of growth” and will be useful when trying to 

be as effective as possible. 

Also, don’t let your grades on the midterm disappoint you. You did well in your English 

class for the first semester, but those grades represent an accumulation of several smaller 

grades. Look at your grade on the midterm as encouragement to continue working hard in the 

second semester. After all, you are only half way done. Would you swim across half of the 

English Channel and then turn around because you were tired? NO! So, keep swimming! You put 

in the effort for the first half of the year, keep it up for the second half and you won’t be 

disappointed. 

As I punctuated my last sentence, I heard a rumbling upstairs in the living room. Was 

it…well it couldn’t be… it didn’t do that before…. As I continued to contemplate the strange 

noise from upstairs, I grabbed my compendium. I wouldn’t let myself “cheat” on the midterm the 

second time around. That wouldn’t be useful; my grade wouldn’t reflect the work I had to do for 

the second semester.  

Instead, I would use my compendium to help me write my metacognitive narrative. The 

assignment had opened my eyes to the real purpose of writing. It is better to tackle your thinking 

process than to tackle your writing process. If you can change the way you think, you will 

change the way you write.  
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I ran up the stairs, jumped in the strange automobile, put it in drive, and arrived to April 

2nd, 1:15 am. I sat in front of my computer in awe. My lab was finished, so was my 

metacognitive narrative. 

There was only one thing left to do… call Oprah and tell her about my life-changing 

experience. And I did. That explains why I have Harvard on hold asking about my new 

discovery. But I discovered much more than how to time travel by that car; I discovered the 

importance of reflection and metacognition. More importantly, I discovered the importance of 

self-improvement and constructive criticism. These skills will never leave me, but time will.    


