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MISSION: My classes cover "the best that has been thought & said" in the American canon.1 First 
semester, we prepare for the ACT English test by emphasizing grammar and vocabulary. Texts tend 
to be shorter (essays, speeches, founding documents), which students analyze through the lenses of 
objective summary, rhetorical analysis, and argument reconstruction. 
 
Second semester, we prepare for the ACT Reading test by working through full books. Written “skill 
builders” develop tested reading comprehension skills, quizzes confirm recall, and discussions 
simulate a college seminar.2 
 
GRADES: 

Assignments (40%) 
 

Assignments include vocabulary lists (vocabulary.com), IXL grammar practice, analyses, reading, and 
reading comprehension questions. Most students complete all assignments within the 90 minute 
class period. For any who need extra time, I tutor (with tablets) for an hour every day after school 
and on every Saturday school. All assignments can also be accessed and completed via cellphone. 
Students may make up or redo assignments for full credit until the end of the quarter. 

 
Assessments (60%) 

 

Unlike assignments, assessments cannot be redone. They include quizzes, tests, and graded seminar 
discussions. Students have an assessment each week over that week’s material. 
 
TRANSITIONING TO COLLEGE: Too often, we prepare students for college academically but not 
socially or organizationally. My class simulates a college library with a professor who holds office 
hours 24/7. Students work through material at their own pace3, complete assignments, and prepare 
for weekly assessments. They must learn to manage their time and leverage available resources, 
including the internet, peers, and their instructor. 
 
Students experiment with how they learn best. Some listen to music or an audiobook as they read. 
Some play study games with friends to learn vocab. Some isolate themselves, either in my 
classroom’s annex or the library. My only rule: Students must be productive and not disruptive. 
Those who make good choices (as demonstrated by assignment and assessment grades) continue to 
enjoy college-level freedom. Students with a D+ or below are put on a customized intervention plan 
limiting their freedom. For example, they may be forced to read in a small group with me. 
  
Adjusting to the freedom of college can be frustrating. Of those who enroll in college, 44% become 
so overwhelmed they drop out. My model aims to nurture the habits of independence, self-control, 
and planning they’ll need to succeed. If along the way, they falter and stumble, that’s not a 
permanent stain on their GPA—unlike college, I never penalize late assignments. 
 

                                            
1 A sample of the Common Core aligned texts we read: Declaration of Independence (Jefferson), The Crisis (Paine), 
Gettysburg Address (Lincoln), O Captain! My Captain! (Whitman), I Have A Dream (King), Narrative of Frederick 
Douglass (Douglass), Catcher in the Rye (Salinger), and many others. 
2 We will begin reviewing ACT English material mid-March, about a month before students’ April 19th ACT. 
For extra practice, students are encouraged to explore test prep on khanacademy.org.  
3 Neuroscience research on myelin suggests direct engagement with material, rather than passively listening to 
a lesson, is about 100 times more effective at building memory and skills. 
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WEBSITE: All assignments and instructional materials are posted weekly on my class website, 
mrschiffres.wordpress.com, under the class’s tab. Resources for extra support are under “Materials”. 
 
COMMUNICATION: I “text” and email students through Remind, an education communication app. 
I can also be reached via email (schiffresg@jenningsk12.us) or my website’s Contact form. 
 
TEACHER: My name is Mr. Gavin Schiffres (pronounced shif-res) or Mr. S. I graduated magna cum 
laude from Yale University with distinction in Ethics, Politics, and Economics and a minor in 
Education Studies. Now I'm pursuing my Master's in Education at UMSL. Previously, I worked at 
the Louisiana Department of Education, lobbied with StudentsFirst (a national education reform 
non-profit), and taught in New Haven. Before St. Louis, I lived in New York City. 


