
1 
 

2018-2019 AP English Language and Composition Nonfiction Reading List 
 
The focus of Advanced Placement Language and Composition is Rhetoric, or how we use language.  The two articles below are intended to get you to begin thinking about how 
we use language, and the motivation and purpose for selecting the words that we choose.  Please read both articles thoroughly, and be prepared to discuss them upon the beginning 
of the school year.  After you have completed both articles, please select at least ONE (1) Book from EACH NON-FICTION category, five (5) books in total on the list (pages 4 
through 8). 
Remember that you don’t have to choose something from this list, but rather a book that meets that category. This list is to inspire you and give you an idea of the college-level 
material I’m looking for. Explore on your own. Check out best-seller lists, new release displays at bookstores, and the stacks at our city libraries.  
 
Article #1 
 
The Power of Language: 5 Wicked Words That Are Sabotaging Your Success 
Ivana Taylor Marketing Strategist, DIY Marketers 

Would you believe that the words you use actually determine whether you succeed or not? Language shapes how we experience the world. Take a few minutes and just 
listen to the conversations around you. Count how often you hear the following words: but, want, should, hope, try. 

I did this experiment and got startling results. It wasn’t just the frequency at which these words came up, it was the context of the words created and the mindset that they 
put me in that literally determined whether I took any action—and what action I took. Here are some of the actual phrases I said during the day, and the outcomes of those phrases. 

“I’d love to hire a writer, but I just can’t afford it.” 
“I want to increase my sales.” 
“I should call John today.” 
“I hope they sign the contract.” 
“I’ll try to schedule that meeting.” 
Notice that every one of these phrases is passive. These statements are self-defeating. They take the responsibility out of your hands and fling it into the stratosphere.  

Also, notice that these are all potential actions that go undone and hence, have no positive impact on the success of your business.  Here's how to transform passive words into 
powerful actions. 
Replace “but” with “and” 

You won’t believe how often “but” comes up in your conversations. All you need to do is notice how you are using it. Are you using “but” to limit your options or are you 
using “but” to clarify something. In my example, I was using “but” as an excuse to not go forward. When you change the sentence to, “I’d love to hire a writer AND I can’t afford 
it,” it doesn’t dismiss the action, instead, it begs the question: “How can I afford to hire a writer?” This sentence gives you control and it doesn’t make the need for a writer go 
away. 
Replace “want” with “am” 

“Want” tends to be a passive word. Wanting doesn’t make anything happen. Consider using a verb. Instead of saying, “I want to increase sales,” you can say, “I am 
increasing sales.” Simply changing “want” to “am” puts you more in control of the outcome. 
Replace “try” with “will” 

The word “try” is another weak and slippery word. To say that you will “try to schedule a meeting” gets you off the hook. Saying “I will schedule a meeting” leaves no 
wiggle room about what is going to happen or who is going to make it happen. 
Replace “should” with “will” 

Just like “try,” “should” is a weasel word and is best countered with a strong action word like “will.” 
Replace “hope” with “intend" 
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Hope can go either way. It’s one thing to be hopeful or have hope, but hope without action will leave you empty handed. When you find yourself hoping without an action 
plan in place, it triggers you to substitute the word “hope” with a word like “intend.” Instead of hoping to sign a contract, intend to sign in. 
Semantics or serious stuff? 

The words you use can change your outlook and perspective on a situation. For example, if you ask the question, “How do you increase sales?”, your mind will go 
searching for a single solution or answer to the question. When you ask, “In what ways can you increase sales?”, your brain starts looking for more than one solution to increasing 
sales.  Even though you may not be paying too much attention to what you are saying, your brain is paying very close attention; to the point that it will influence how you feel 
about a specific situation.  When you use words that are passive and weak, you will perceive your situation more negatively. When you use active, powerful and dynamic words, 
you will perceive yourself as more powerful over your situation.  Here's how to become a more powerful speaker.  Becoming a more powerful speaker isn’t just about giving great 
presentations, it’s about using powerful words that keep you and your mind focused on being actively engaged in growing your business. 
Pay attention to what you are saying 

The first step is to notice when these words come up and catch yourself saying them. Make a list of these five words and tell your friends, family and team members that 
you are on a mission to catch yourself using these five words and enroll them into telling you when you’ve used them. 
Ask yourself what you are committed to 

Once you’ve caught yourself using any of these five words, take a moment to ask yourself what you are committed to. The sentence “I should call John today,” doesn’t 
say that I’m committed to John or what he needs from me. If John is a customer and my commitment is to service my customer then I would say “I will call John today.” 
Say it again using active, powerful language 

This might seem cumbersome at first, but it makes a big difference. Simply stop yourself if you’ve made a weak statement and restate your thoughts using more powerful 
language. When you do, you’ll find that your whole perspective and demeanor will change. 
How powerful is your language? Start counting how often these words come up in your conversations and transform them into active words that generate opportunity. You'll soon 
see the positive difference it makes in your business, your life and your relationships. 
 
Article #2 
 

Why Do We Swear? 
By JOHN M. GROHOL, PSYD 

Founder & Editor-in-Chief 
 

Why do people swear? Why does using a swear word make us feel better? How do we choose which word we use? 
Luckily for you, the Association of Psychological Science’s Perspectives on Psychological Science just published an article that answers 

these important scientific questions in an article by Timothy Jay (2009). If swear words hurt your eyes, you may want to stop reading now. 
Jay notes that swear words (or taboo words, as he calls them) can include sexual references (f**k), those that are profane or blasphemous 

(god**mn), scatological or disgusting objects (sh*t), animal names (pig, ass), ethnic/racial/gender slurs (f*g), ancestral allusions (bastard), 
substandard vulgar terms and offensive slang. Taboo words can be mildly offensive to extremely offensive, and people will often use a more mild 
euphemism to replace a swear word when in mixed (or unknown) company. 

How do we choose what word to use and when? We make choices about which word to use depending upon the company we’re in, and what 
our relationship is to that company, as well as the social setting. We’re more apt to use less offensive terms in mixed company or in settings where 
more offensive swear words might result in recrimination (such as work). For instance, people are more comfortable and are more likely to use 
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technical terms for sexual references in mixed crowds, and to reserve the taboo words for same sex crowds or with their sexual partner. Most people 
feel uncomfortable saying, “F**k” in a business or public crowd, instead falling back on less offensive words like, “D*mnit.” 

As Jay notes, “Swearing is like using the horn on your car, which can be used to signify a number of emotions (e.g., anger, frustration, joy, 
surprise).”  

Taboo words can be used for a variety of reasons, including to achieve a specific reaction from others. Swearing injects a direct, succinct 
emotional component into the discussion, usually in order to express frustration, anger or surprise (up to two-thirds of our swearing is for just such 
expressions). These insulting swears can be name calling or wishing someone harm, so it’s no wonder they are often a defining feature of hate 
speech, verbal abuse, sexual harassment and obscene phone calls.  
Swearing is beneficial in ways that people may underestimate or take for granted. Swearing is often cathartic — it often frees us of the feelings of 
anger or frustration we hold and allows expression for them. It can also be a useful substitute to physical violence (who would rather be punched out 
than to withstand being sworn at?).  

Swear words can also be used in a more positive manner, in the form of jokes and humor, sex talk, storytelling, self-deprecation or even social 
commentary. Imagine when you want to emphasize how great you feel something is, a swear words emphasizes the positive feelings you have for 
that object, situation, person or event (“This concert is f**king awesome!”). Sure, we could just say “This concert is awesome,” but the addition of 
the swear word emphasizes the emotional reaction we have toward it — and easily conveys that emotional reaction to others. 

Virtually all people swear, and people swear pretty consistently throughout their lifetime — from the moment they can speak to the day they 
die. Swearing is almost a universal constant in most people’s lives. Research, according to Jay, has shown we swear on average from 0.3% to 0.7% 
of the time — a tiny but significant percentage of our overall speech (frequently-used personal pronouns occur at approximately 1.0% rate in speech). 
Swearing is more common than you might think. But personality research suggests that people who swear more, not surprisingly, score higher on 
traits such as extraversion, dominance, hostility and Type A personalities.   

Swearing is not just for the uneducated or people of a lower socioeconomic class — it knows no social boundaries in its expression.  
Swearing is a natural part of human speech development. We learn which words are taboo and which words are not through our normal childhood 
development. We also learn that not all swear words are equal, as Jay notes — “F**k you! represents a greater level of anger than crap!” We then 
learn that we may be able to say a swear word in one social context, but not another.  

Jay’s article was a bit of an eye-opener for me as well, as I didn’t know that swearing was really as commonplace as he notes, and I never 
much considered the beneficial effects of swearing. Jay calls on more psychological research to be done on this topic, and after reading his article, I’d 
have to agree. 
 
Reference: 
Jay, T. (2009). The utility and ubiquity of taboo words. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 4(2), 153-161. 
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