AP Test Taking Tips
MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

· Read passage carefully to make sure that you understand the meaning behind the excerpt/poem 

· Do the easiest questions first 

· If you find yourself spending too much time on a particular question, circle it in your test booklet, skip it, and come back to it later if you have the time 

· Always watch for key words such as: EXCEPT, all of the following are true EXCEPT, which of the following are FALSE, pick the BEST answer choice, etc. . . 

· Do not randomly guess, as each wrong answer will deduct a quarter point off your total multiple choice score 

· Try to eliminate wrong answer choices on difficult questions. If you are able to eliminate at least two choices (three is better) then you may try to make an educated guess, as you have a better possibility of guessing correctly 

· Pace yourself by working quickly but carefully because time is a factor 

· Don't panic if you do not understand a passage. Try reading the passage again and looking at the questions to see if they will help give you a clue about what the passage may be about 

· Always try your best! 

ESSAY QUESTIONS

· Remember that the questions do not have to be answered in order. Answer the questions in the order that you wish to answer them 

· Remember to pace yourself, giving each question about 40 minutes 

· DO NOT SUMMARIZE THE PLOT 

· Support with EXamples (S.E.X.) 

· In the question, underline exactly what the question is asking (the what and the how) 

· Remember to answer both the "what" and the "how" in your essay 

· Cluster your ideas on the passage itself before writing your essay 

· Think TP-CASTT(Title, Paraphrase, Connotation, Attitude, Shift, Title, Theme) 

· On the open ended literature question, remember that you do not have to choose from the list of books listed - they are just suggestions (but you should know that these books are listed because they definitely apply to the question)

· Multiple Choice - if you don’t know the answer but can eliminate one or more answers, guess.

· If you really don’t know an answer, skip that question and come back if there’s time. But be careful your numbers match up on your answer sheet. Take a second and check each number as you go along.

· Analytical Essays - Show respect for the authors.

· Don’t say they’re stupid or don’t know what they’re talking about. Chances are it’s not Virginia Woolf who doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

· Don’t refer to the authors by their first names. In the intro, refer to the author by both names, then henceforth use the last name. The only time you might refer to the author by the first name is when the author writes about a childhood experience (like the Eudora Welty and Gary Soto essays).

· Spell out words like and, with, and because (not &, w/, and b/c). This is an important international exam, not a note to a pal. You wouldn’t wear jeans to the prom.

· Avoid cliches - “You can’t judge a book by its cover,” “A picture’s worth a thousand words,” etc. Too many students use them, and they set the reader’s teeth on edge.

· Avoid the words “paints a picture in the reader’s mind.” Too many students use it, and it doesn’t say anything. Identify and explain the effect or tone the author is creating. Notice I said and explain - identifying isn’t enough.

· Stick to an analysis of the essay. Don’t wander off into your personal experiences.

· Annotate and write a brief outline before you begin writing.

· Don’t define terms. The readers are experienced AP teachers and English professors. We don’t need to be told a simile is a comparison using like or as.

· Don’t waste time on a long or fancy intro. Throw away the bread and get to the meat.

· Referring to line numbers is a waste of time. We don’t look at them.

· Students often think the words states and quotes are interchangeable. They’re not. Charles Dickens states, “It was the best of times...” not quotes. To quote is to repeat what someone else said.

· It’s okay to use an ellipsis in a quote as long as the quote still makes sense. If you write, “Allusions to Sophocles...to a more general argument” (line 12) means you want me to go look it up. I’ve got a thousand essays to grade and you want me to look it up??!. Homey don’t play dat.

· Persuasive essay - It doesn’t matter if you defend, challenge, or qualify as long as you do it well.

· Think of the prompt as a springboard for creating your own argument. You don’t need to discuss Susan Sontag or Neil Postman or Milan Kundera, and, for heaven’s sake, don’t try to analyze their argument. Your purpose here is to persuade the reader that your argument is sound and reasonable.

· The reader wants “specific evidence” - two important words, often overlooked. The courtroom does not want the hypothetical or the theoretical. Use your own experience, incidents you know about, or what you have read about (or, in Sontag’s case, the pictures you have seen).

· Plan a brief outline

· If you give me 3 examples of specific evidence, make sure they illustrate 3 different points, not 3 examples to illustrate the same point.

· When thinking of specific evidence, if it’s the first thing that pops to mind, chances are it’s the first thing that comes to everyone else’s mind. (OJ Simpson and Bill Clinton are recent examples.) Go with your second or third idea. Your reader will thank you.

Advanced Placement Essays: Helpful Hints

1. Don’t present yourself as an immature writer 

· AP readers see beyond handwriting to the larger issues of style and content, but handwriting can reflect problems. 

· Is the handwriting so excessively large or small that it is difficult to decipher?   

· Is the handwriting excessively florid?   

· If you have poor, difficult to read handwriting, strive to be certain the writing is clear enough to read.   

· AP readers must grade 20+ essays an hour and your handwriting may affect attentiveness.  Don’t make it difficult for the reader to “see” your thinking 

· Brief, scant responses are the worse error you can make as the AP reader is left with no way to evaluate your ability. 

2. Avoid those serious errors, which will mark you as an unprepared writer. 

· A very serious error is repeated comma splices – running two independent clauses together without a conjunction and with only a comma. (Run-on sentences omit the comma and present the same problem.) 

· Another serious error is repeated occurrences of sentence fragments. 

· Spelling errors are serious, but a few are acceptable; too many may cost you points.  Spelling errors combined with a lack of sentence control are more apt to count against you. 

· Errors of usage – e.g., affect/effect – affect how the readers evaluate your language competence. 

3. Write sentences that are smooth, flowing, clear, sensible; avoid short, choppy sentences. 

· Proofread to ensure that you have not omitted words that render sentences unclear or nonsensical. 

· Proofread to make sure that your wording is not so confused, awkward, or ineffective that the reader cannot figure out what you are saying. 

· Sentences which are sharp, precise, and clear but which at the same time show complexity characterize the best writing.  Sentences whose structures enable you to express intricate, layered understandings effectively will mark you as a mature and capable writer.   

· A fluent, clear style is a primary characteristic of higher level writing. 

· Use sentence variety to develop a more sophisticated style. 

4. Pay attention to organization and content:  THE MOST IMPORTANT ISSUES. 

· Respond exactly to the question asked.  The literature and questions are logical and focused.  Your answer is in the question.  Accept that guidance; interpret and illustrate the question 

· Keep your focus clear throughout your essay; make certain the thoughts are in a logical sequence that is continually connected to the focus, thus yielding a unified essay. 

· Use specific details both to offer commentary and interpretation about the literary piece and to support and illustrate your points. 

· Explain through examples and comments on the details of the text. 

· Plan to spend about five minutes brainstorming, and structuring your response; then write from your outline or list of ideas.  Think through you whole answer before you begin. 

· Once you begin writing, try to maintain a continuous, logical, and focused flow.  You may have new insights as you proceed, but try to connect continually where you began, where you are, and where you are going with your central idea. 

WHAT AP READERS LONG TO SEE!
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This list was compiled during the 1994 AP English reading at Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas. Although its participants read essays that answered only one prompt, their suggestions apply to other parts of the exam as well.

The prompt, which generated the essays being scored, was from a language exam. 'The one used for our purpose stated," The passage below is a series of excerpts from an essay about England's King Charles ll (1639-1685) by Sir George Savile, a member of Charles' Privy Council. Many in Savile's audience thought of Charles mainly as a lover of pleasure. Read the passage carefully. 'Men write an essay In which you define the attitude toward Charles 11 that Savile would like his readers to adopt and analyze the rhetorical strategies Savile employs to promote that attitude.

· Read the prompt, It hurts to give a low score to someone who misread the prompt but wrote a good essay. While readers do try to reward students for what they do well the student must address the prompt. 

· Do everything that the prompt suggests: This one suggested that the student "define the attitude toward Charles 11 and the rhetorical strategies Savile employs to promote that attitude. Most writers focused on discussing strategies and never truly discussed aspects of attitude. 

· Think before you write: Which strategies are employed by the author, and how do they evoke the attitude Savile wishes the reader to adopt. 

· Plan your response: You needn't have a formal outline, but a little organization will help you avoid extensive editing such " crossing out lines or, in some whole paragraphs. It is not fun for the reader to pick over the remains and attempt to decipher sentences crammed into margins. 

· Make a strong first impression, Build your opening response artistically. Don't parrot the prompt word for word. The reader knows it from memory. 

· Begin your response immediately. Do not take the circuitous route with generalizations such as, "The passage discusses Charles 11 and his habits during his lifetime and tries to convince those congregated at his funeral that he was a good man. 

· Be thorough and specific. Do not simply "point out!' strategies. Explain how they are used, give examples, and show how they establish attitude. ANALYZE! 

· Use clear transitions that help the reader to follow the flow of your essay: Keep your paragraphs organized; do not digress. 

· Resist putting in "canned" quotations or critics' comments that may not fit: You will get a response from your reader, but it may not be the one you want. . 

· Write to express, not impress: Keep vocabulary and syntax within your zone of competence. Students who inflate their writing often inadvertently entertain but seldom explain. 

· Demonstrate that you understand style: Show the reader how the author has developed the selection to create the desired effect. This indicates that you understand the intricacies of the creative process. 

· Maintain economy of language, saying much with few words best stud ent writers see much, but say it quite succinctly. Often ideas are embedded rather than listed. 

· Let your writing shine with ideas and insights: You can receive a 6 or 7 with a lockstep approach, but the essays that earn 8's or 9's expand to a wider perspective.   

· Write legibly. If a reader cannot read half the words (especially at 5:30 P.M. on the sixth day of a reading) you will not get a fair reading even if your essay is passed on to a reader with keener eyesight. Patience decreases as the reading progresses. 

· Let your work stand on its own merit.- Avoid penning "pity me" notes)"l was up all night." "I have a cold, etc.) to the reader. 

 AP ENGLISH - AP TEST REVIEW: RESPONDING TO ESSAY QUESTIONS

· Those who read and score AP essays are trained to reward students for what they do well, rather than look for the little "missing pieces." They recognize that essays are unrevised, first drafts. They also realize students are under great pressure (for example, a student might mix character names in an otherwise solid essay and not be graded down) 

· The essay should demonstrate what a student might do at the end of a college freshman course. Work to develop an idea and to show command of the material. Content is primary. Most AP essay questions ask you to analyze on a two-level system-what did the author do (in terms of main idea, central attitude, or basic emotion evoked from the reader) and how did he/she do it (examining such elements as imagery, figurative language, diction, syntax, structure, style)? Jot notes in test booklet to generate ideas.

· In a 40-minute situation, you should study the problem (identify the focus of the question), read the selection, and start writing within 7 to 1 0 minutes. (If you are confused about how to start, restate the topic as it is addressed in the question. Discover your thesis at the end-but do this only if you are confused.) Be sure to focus on the question asked; don't rely on some old model which doesn't address the focus.

· A strong opening states the focus of the question by offering a definitive observation which emerges from your own thinking. An acceptable opening only restates the topic; however, the reader can forgive a weak opening.

· Do not open with a generic introduction or with an introduction in which you comment on something 'related" to the piece of literature. Get right into the focus of the piece; introduce in a sentence or two.

· Readers reward you if the piece picks up after a weak opening. Try to finish strong with a solid ending.

· If you are running short on time, leave something out of the body of the essay and move on to the conclusion. Always deal with conclusions.

· In responding to the prose and poetry selections, write one body paragraph for each major section of the work. Sections are determined by shifts in setting, action, or time. Do not organize around techniques or devices on which the questions ask you to focus (items like diction, figurative language, etc.). Organize around factors in the piece of literature itself-, show how the speaker's thoughts change and move.

· Keeping the paragraphs short helps to keep ideas clear for both you and the reader.

· Quote words and phrases so they are integrated within your piece. A quote of more than one line from the text is too much.

· In writing about the poetry question, direct your attention to certain elements addressed in the objective question. You should be able to discuss tone, point of view, imagery, figurative language, structure, syntax, who the speaker is, and poem's impact on reader.

· In writing about prose, you are asked to deal with some of the same items as in #8. Sometimes, contrasting passages are presented. Avoid the trap of just rephrasing or retelling the passage with quotes. Avoid listing, but not explaining. Show your thinking.

· On question 3 (open-ended question), be sure to follow explicit directions. Note whether you are to write about a novel, a play, or either. Never write about a short story for #3.

· In choosing a work of comparable quality for the open-ended question, remember that the better the literature, the better the essay-writing about The Little Engine That Could or some other work of children's literature won't work.

· Remember, you are writing for someone who is familiar with the piece of literature.

· Mechanical difficulties reduce the score only if they hamper communication. However, something VERY badly written can only be scored in the bottom half (no more than 4).

· Be sure to budget your time and write on all three questions. You may write them in any older. Remember that you don't have time to do rough draft and final draft. Instead, use some time to generate material (make notes and 'game plan") in the test booklet itself.

· The length of your answer is no guarantee of quality.

· Work for good penmanship.

· Freudian and religious interpretations usually don't 'work" well in scoring.

· Don't try to "write around' the question, be cynical and demeaning to the question, or be too clever.

· Don't start to "preach" and offer applications of the passage's idea to the world in general.

· Remember: readers see these essays as first-draft efforts. Don't worry about perfection. It's okay to have cross-outs, to add sentences in from the margin, etc. if you have time, reread your essays and do some editing.
