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Welcome to AP Seminar!  
You are part of the inaugural AP Seminar class here at McMinn County High School, and I’m so 
glad to be going on this journey with you. We’re all going to learn a lot this year. Here’s a 
description of the course to help you understand what you’re in for:  
 
AP Seminar Course Description (from the College Board):  

AP Seminar is a foundational course that engages students in cross-curricular conversations that 

explore the complexities of academic and real-world topics and issues by analyzing divergent 

perspectives. Using an inquiry framework, students practice reading and analyzing articles, 

research studies, and foundational, literary, and philosophical texts; listening to and viewing 

speeches, broadcasts, and personal accounts; and experiencing artistic works and performances. 

Students learn to synthesize information from multiple sources, develop their own perspectives 

in written essays, and design and deliver oral and visual presentations, both individually and as 

part of a team. Ultimately, the course aims to equip students with the power to analyze and 

evaluate information with accuracy and precision in order to craft and communicate evidence-

based arguments. 

 
This course will help you develop your skills in academic writing, critical reading, research, and 
presentation. It is a college-level course and will require you to “level up” your literacy skills. 
For us to be prepared to hit the ground running when school resumes, I’m asking you to 
complete these assignments over the summer.  
 

I. Make Contact 
1. Email 

When you receive this packet, email me at jratti@mcminnschools.com from your mcminnschools 
email address and provide the following information:  

Email Subject: AP Seminar 2020 

1. Your first and last names (name you go by) 

2. Your birthday 

3. Your cell phone number  

4. Tell me, what are you hoping to get out of taking AP Seminar? 

5. If you had to pick a topic to research in depth today, what do you think it would be? Why? 

2. Register for the class Remind 

If you have a Smartphone: 
On your iPhone or Android phone, open your web browser and go to the following link: 

rmd.at/rattisem 
Follow the instructions to sign up for Remind. You’ll be prompted to download the mobile app. 
 
If you prefer Text Notifications: 
Text the message @rattisem to the number 81010. 
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II. The Curiosity Notebook 
All of the following assignments should be contained in a notebook, binder, or digital file of 
some type. Attention should be paid to labeling and organizing the work for the reader’s 
convenience. Consider including a table of contents. Make sure your name is clearly indicated 
on the inside and outside of the package (including in the file name for digital documents). 
 

1. Developing a Researcher’s Mind 
Approximately once a week throughout the summer, record one observation of a problem 
or question you have (10 entries total; date each entry). See the example in this packet. 

• Discuss the further implications of each problem or question. Ideas:  Consider the 
causes of this phenomenon, the effects it produces, the various groups of people 
who are affected, the long-term impacts, the environmental or economic impacts, 
etc.  

• Near the end of the summer, choose two problems or questions to pursue further.  

• Seek out at least one credible source of information addressing each question or 
problem. This source will probably be an online article, interview, report, etc. If 
possible, print the source and add it to your Curiosity Notebook. If you can’t print, 
copy the source information (including Author/Creator, Title, Genre, Publisher, 
Website, Creation Date, and date of your experience) into your notebook. 

• In your notebook, address the following prompts in a few well-developed 
paragraphs:  

o Explain how this source fills the gaps in your knowledge about this problem or 
question. How does it begin to answer your questions?  

o What new questions does it raise?  
o Why is this a problem worth considering and discussing in an academic 

setting/as people who are part of a community/society? 

2. Read a book.  
Specifically, read a book-length work of nonfiction that is supported by research. I will 
provide a list of suggestions, but you are not restricted to this list. Books you read for other 
classes’ summer work CAN count toward this requirement, but you must answer the 
reflection questions.  

• Add the source information for your book into your notebook. (including 
Author/Creator, Title, Genre, Publisher, Website, Creation Date, and date of your 
experience) 

• Choose six of these questions to answer thoroughly about your book. Write your 
answers in your curiosity notebook. Restate the question in your answer and 
indicate the letter of each question.  
A. What did you learn from this book? How did it affect you or inspire you?  
B. What brought this up? What can you tell about what prompted the author to 

write this book?  
C. What is the writer’s purpose? What does he/she hope to accomplish through 

this work? How do you know? Explain.  
D. What is the tone (the creator’s attitude toward the topic)? How do you know? 

How does the tone affect the work as a whole?  
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E. What claims does the writer make? How does he/she support them? Do you 
ultimately find him/her convincing? Why or why not?  

F. Who is the author’s intended audience? Describe the group or subgroup of 
people the author is trying to persuade or inform. What assumptions about the 
audience does the writer make?  

G. What can you tell about how the author conducted research and gathered 
information for writing? How does the writer attempt to build credibility?  

H. What questions does this book raise? What does it make you want to learn? 

3. Watch a TED talk 
The best TED talks not only provide interesting, provocative information, they also serve as 
models of effective public speaking strategies.  
Description of TED from www.ted.com:  

TED is a nonprofit devoted to spreading ideas, usually in the form of short, powerful talks (18 

minutes or less). TED began in 1984 as a conference where Technology, Entertainment and 

Design converged, and today covers almost all topics — from science to business to global 

issues — in more than 100 languages. Meanwhile, independently run TEDx events help share 

ideas in communities around the world. 

• Using the website or the TED app (available on iOS, Google Play, and Microsoft app 
store) find a TED talk of at least 10 minutes on a topic that interests you. 

• Add the source information for the talk into your notebook (including 
Author/Creator, Title, Genre, Publisher, Website, Creation Date, and date of your 
experience). 

• After viewing the talk (consider watching more than once and reading the 
transcript), answer all of the following prompts in your notebook: 

o What is the Topic?  
o Describe the Speaker. What is his/her connection to the topic? Does he/she 

have expertise on this issue? 
o Explain the Occasion or event that prompted the piece. 
o Who is the intended Audience?  
o Explain the Subject of the piece. What is the author’s Thesis (message)?  
o What is the author’s Purpose for writing? What action does he/she want the 

audience to take? 
o Describe the Tone(s) in the piece. What is the author’s attitude toward the 

subject?  
o Describe the speaker’s Presentation style. Discuss voice, posture, movement, 

use of audio or visual materials, and any other relevant information. 
 
That’s it!! I hope your summer work is meaningful and enjoyable. If you have any problems, do 
not hesitate to reach out for assistance.  I’m really looking forward to learning with you this 
year! 
Sincerely,  
 
Jillian Ratti  
  

mailto:jratti@mcminnschools.com
http://www.ted.com/


 Ratti Seminar Summer Assignments Revised 2020    4 
 

jratti@mcminnschools.com  (423) 745-4142   Remind @rattisem 
 

Resources 
 
Books may be available at local libraries, through the 
online library at reads.overdrive.com, or by purchase 
from online booksellers such as Amazon or local 
booksellers such as McKay’s Used Books in 
Chattanooga or Knoxville. Mrs. Ratti also has copies 
of many of these titles available to lend. If you have 
trouble locating a suitable book, do not hesitate to 
reach out for assistance.  

Suggested Nonfiction 
▪ The 57 Bus: A True Story of Two Teenagers and 

the Crime That Changed Their Lives  by Dashka 
Slater 

▪ The End of Nature – Bill McKibben 

▪ Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-
American Meal by Eric Schlosser 

▪ Field Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, 
and Climate Change by Elizabeth Kolbert 

▪ Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the 
Hidden Side of Everything by Steven D. Levitt 
and Stephen J. Dubner 

▪ The Girls of Atomic City: The Untold Story of the 
Women Who Helped Win World War II by 
Denise Kiernan 

▪ The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the 
Deadliest Plague in History by John M. Barry 

▪ Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly 

▪ I Am Malala: The Girl Who Stood Up For 
Education and Was Shot by the Taliban by 
Malala Yousafzai with Christina Lamb 

▪ I’ll Be Gone in the Dark by Michelle McNamara 

▪ The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca 
Skloot 

▪ Into the Wild by Jon Krakauer 

▪ Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer 

▪ Irresistible: The Rise of Addictive Technology and 
the Business of Keeping us Hooked by Adam 
Alter 

▪ Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by 
Bryan Stevenson 

▪ Missoula by Jon Krakauer 

▪ The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the 
Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander 

▪ Nickel and Dimed: On Not Getting By in America 
by Barbara Ehrenreich 

▪ The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of 
Four Meals by Michael Pollan 

▪ The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates by 
Wes Moore 

▪ Outliers: The Story of Success by Malcolm 
Gladwell 

▪ The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our 
Brains by Nicholas Carr 

▪ Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human Cadavers by 
Mary Roach 

 
Research Tools 

• Tennessee Electonic Library: tntel.info 

• Google Scholar: scholar.google.com 
(look for available free pdf copies of articles, 
indicated on right side of screen) 

 
Magazines featuring credible, well-researched 
long-form articles 

• The New York Times Magazine* 

• The Atlantic Magazine 

• Time Magazine 

• Newsweek Magazine 

• National Geographic Magazine 

• Popular Science Magazine 

• Smithsonian Magazine 

• Mrs. Ratti has magazines that can be 
borrowed 

Credible News Sources 
• National Public Radio (on radio or online)* 

• The Daily Post Athenian (newspaper) 

• The Knoxville News Sentinel (newspaper) 

• The Chattanooga Times Free Press 
(newspaper) 

• The Tennessean (Nashville newspaper) 

• The New York Times (national newspaper)* 

 
If a lack of internet access impedes your 
ability to complete these assignments, 
please reach out by email, Remind, or 
phone (call the school at 423-745-4142 and 
leave a message). I will work with you in any 
way possible.   
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Example Work 
 
April 29, 2020 
 
Observation of Problem or Question:  
We have been receiving free food from the local school system twice a week. They deliver the 
food on a bus and we’re very grateful, but there’s an amazing amount of waste produced. The 
kids only eat a small fraction of the food (generally the packaged treats, which tend to be the 
least healthy options) and most of it is individually wrapped in nonrecyclable plastics. I feel 
terrible throwing away so much garbage.  
 
Further Implications:  
Receiving all this food at my house has made me much more aware of how much waste must 
be generated by school cafeterias on a daily basis. The convenience of disposable containers, 
utensils, and plates has caused many schools to move away from reusable options (like 
silverware, washable plates, etc) but the environmental impact must be tremendous. The 
amount of garbage produced by my 5-person family is paltry in comparison. Changing the 
culture of these institutions could create real change in terms of waste, but it seems incredibly 
difficult and potentially expensive to do.  
 
Source: 
“Australian Waste Wise Schools Program; Its Past, Present, and Future” by A. Cutter-Mackenzie 
in The Journal of Environmental Education, 2010. Accessed April 29, 2020. 
 

• Explain how this source fills the gaps in your knowledge about this problem or 
question. How does it begin to answer your questions?  

This article shows that efforts to reduce waste in schools do exist and can be successful. 
Unsurprisingly, but unfortunately, these efforts seem to rest largely on the energies of a few 
dedicated staff members. If the motivation isn’t there to get the program started and keep it 
running, it’s unlikely to have any impact. On the other hand, once a program is implemented, it 
does seem possible for it to have an increasingly positive impact as more and more students 
and faculty become invested in the values of waste reduction. 
 

• What new questions does it raise?  
It makes me wonder what the state of this program is now in Australia. I wonder if it’s 
expanded or died out. I’d also like to know whether there are similar programs in the United 
States.  
 

• Why is this a problem worth considering and discussing in an academic setting/as 
people who are part of a community/society? 

This is an imortant topic because preventing unnecessary waste would have positive impacts on 
maintaining landfill capacity and possibly even as a strategy to address climate change.  
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AP Seminar Summer Work Evaluation  
 Below Expectations At Expectations Above Expectations 

I. Communication 
and Problem-
Solving 

The student fails to 
communicate, communicates 
inappropriately, or does not take 
responsibility for solving 
problems. The student may give 
up easily or wait passively for a 
solution to be created on their 
behalf. 

The student completes the email 
assignment and signs up for 
Remind. The student 
communicates respectfully and 
appropriately with the teacher, 
conveys problems and works to 
find solutions.  

Meets expectations and shows 
maturity, sensitivity, and 
independence in 
communication. Works to solve 
problems independently and 
knows when to ask for help.  

II. Notebook    

1. Problems or 
Questions 

Fewer than 10 entries, appears 
to have been done largely at the 
last minute, directions are not 
followed, or curiosity and 
thought are not displayed.  

10 entries dated throughout the 
summer show curiosity and 
thought. Implications are 
explored.  

Meets expectations and shows 
outstanding curiosity and 
analysis. A researcher’s mind is 
obviously developing. 

1. Sources  Sources are not credible or do 
not appear to have been 
carefully read and interpreted. 
Reflection questions indicate 
poor or unoriginal work.  

Two credible sources are 
identified. Reflection questions 
are answered thoughtfully.  

Meets expectations and shows 
outstanding analysis of sources. 
Sources may be especially 
challenging or interpreted 
especially thoughtfully. 

2. Nonfiction Book Book does not meet the criteria 
(nonfiction based on research) 
or does not apppear to have 
been carefully read. Answers 
may indicate poor or unoriginal 
work.  

An appropriate book was chosen 
and appears to have been 
carefully read. Answers to 
prompts show the student’s 
thinking.  

Meets expectations and shows 
maturity in choice of text, 
response, or writing skills. 
Answers show deep thought, 
curiosity, or analysis.  

3. TED Talk Talk is not appropriate; 
responses do not show thought 
or analysis or may indicate 
unoriginal work.  

An appropriate talk was chosen. 
Responses show thought and 
analysis.  

Meets expectations and shows 
maturity in choice of talk or 
analysis.  

Presentation/ 
Format/ 
Appearance 

Work is illegible, poorly 
organized, difficult to navigate, 
falls apart, or the student’s 
name is not clearly indicated.  

Responses are typed or written 
legibly. All work is neat and 
logically organized in a secure 
fashion. The student’s name is 
clearly marked inside and 
outside. 

N/A 

Language Language is not appropriate for 
academic work. May be written 
largely in incomplete sentences 
or overuse or slang or 
abbreviations. 

Prompts are answered in 
complete sentences with 
appropriate vocabulary for an 
academic assignment.  

Meets expectations and shows a 
mature academic writing style 
with very few errors.  

    

Overall Summer work indicates the 
student may not be successful 
in AP Seminar. 

Summer work indicates the 
student is likely to be successful 
in AP Seminar. 

Summer work indicates the 
student is likely to be an 
exemplary student in AP 
Seminar. 

Comments    
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