12 Strategies for the AP Multiple Choice Exam

Strategy 1: After reading the passage, read each question and anticipate what the answer might be before looking for the answer. This forces you to focus on the question, not the answer. When you get down to two answers, both of which seem correct, choose the one that is most specific.

Strategy 2: Read actively rather than passively. Underline words, phrases, or sentences in the passage that you think might be important.  Look for patterns, motifs, repetition, and/or contrasts. What you underline is probably not as important as the process. Reading actively increases focus, improves comprehension, and helps to curb that wandering mind! You cannot afford to waste time on the multiple-choice section with several readings.

Strategy 3: The most difficult kinds of questions are the ones that ask students to find "all of the following except" or any questions that require students to reread a large portion of the text. You might want to omit these or leave them until later, as these questions consume an inordinate amount of time.

Strategy 4: Look at the complete multiple-choice section as soon as you receive it, and decide how much time you can spend on each reading passage or question. Bring a watch to keep in front of you so you can manage your time efficiently. If the exam has 4 passages, allot 15 minutes for each in a 60 minute period.

Strategy 5: Review the Terms List and handouts on rhetorical strategies. There is a close correlation between what you are asked to do on the free-response section and what you must know to be successful on the multiple-choice section.

Strategy 6  Make the Most of Practice Exams
	Number Possible
	Number Correct
	Percent Correct
	Number Guessed
	% Guessed Correctly



Analyze your ability to guess. Some students are good at guessing, and some are not. Attempt to determine whether you are successful at guessing or not.  Record the kind of questions you miss. Once you see a pattern to the kinds of questions you fail to answer correctly, you can develop some strategies for achieving a higher rate of success on the exam. Question categories include: 

1. Main idea/meaning in context 

2. Refers to/functions 

3. Rhetorical strategies 

4. Speaker

5. Inferences 

Examples:   In analyzing any multiple-choice exam, you must look for key words in the prompt. For example, the following question begins, "It can be inferred that the phrase 'common hieroglyphics' (line 11) refers to . . . ." In this sentence, the key word is "inferred," and the sentence can be placed in the category labeled "Inferences," but it also mentions "referred to" and so may be included in the category "Refers to/functions" as well.
Another question begins, "In lines 32–38 ('And thus . . . honour of our writings'), the speaker employs which of the following rhetorical strategies?" This selection may be catalogued in both "Rhetorical strategies" and "Speaker." 


Strategy 7: The multiple-choice section always presents a combination of easy, medium, and hard questions for each passage. These questions generally follow the chronology of the passage rather than transition from easiest to hardest or vice versa. The most important factor, however, is that they all are worth the same points. Therefore, a sound strategy is to make sure you get credit for all the easy and medium answers first. That means choosing which questions to answer and which ones to skip and then returning to answer if time allows. A student who spends too much time on a single, hard question may not get to answer two or three easy questions in a later part of the exam. 

Strategy 8: When the question refers to a part of the sentence and asks for the meaning of a word or phrase in context, what a word refers to, or how a word functions, it is best to go back to the beginning of the sentence or even to the previous sentence and read completely to the end of the sentence to comprehend the meaning. A question may ask you what the antecedent of "this" is, and the answer is found in the preceding sentence. You may also want to read the sentence that follows because the answer could be there.


Strategy 9 If you find yourself running out of time, take the following approaches:
A. Scan the remaining questions and look for either the shortest questions or the questions that direct you to a specific line or lines. These questions take less time to answer.

B. Look for questions that contain the answer without requiring you to refer to the text. For example, "The sea slid silently from the shore" is an example of (B) alliteration. You do not have to go back to the passage to find the answer.

Strategy 10: If you have no idea what the passage is saying, try scanning the questions first but not the answer choices, since four out of five of them are wrong. Skip any questions that direct you to a specific line number, and this eliminates the majority of questions. Therefore, this strategy takes only a few seconds. In the few that are left, many times hints and clues about the meaning of the passage will be revealed.

Strategy 11: Fill in the answers on your answer sheet in blocks. As you answer questions on each passage, circle the correct answer in your question book. Then, before going on to the next page or passage, enter your answers on the answer sheet. This is more efficient than moving back and forth between your question booklet and answer sheet after each question, particularly because it keeps you focused on the passage (not interrupting your train of thought) and helps you stay on track with your bubbling.  CAUTION: When you get to the last two or three minutes of the each section, enter answers as you go. You don’t want to be left with a block of questions that you have answered but not yet entered when the proctor announces that time is up.

Strategy 12:  Mark line references from question stems and answers in the passage. If you are looking for the definition of a particular word, circle that word. Bracket the lines that you are examining for purpose, etc. By marking the actual line references instead of using your finger to try to find the reference, you will be able to focus on answering the question, not keeping your place. 

Material adapted from Shirley Counsil, a College Board National Leader and mentor.
AP Language Exam Tips

Working Through the Multiple Choice Section of the Exam

Timing is important; be aware of time throughout testing. Wear a watch. Although the test naturally breaks into 15-minute sections, you may take less or more time on a particular passage, but know when to move on.  The test DOES NOT become more difficult as it progresses; therefore, you will want to give yourself the opportunity to answer each set of questions.  

Work at a pace of about one question per minute.  Every question is worth the same number of points, so don’t get bogged down on those that involve multiple tasks.  Don’t panic if a question is beyond you.  Remember, it will probably be beyond a great number of the students taking the exam.  

Reading the text carefully is a must.  Start at the beginning and work your way through.  DO NOT waste time reading questions before reading the selection.  

Most people read just with their eyes.  Slow down; read with your senses of sight, sound and touch.

· Underline, circle, and make notes on the passage and test questions.

· Read closely, paying attention to punctuation, syntax, diction, pacing, and organization.

· Read as if you were reading the passage aloud to an audience, emphasizing meaning and intent.

· As corny as it may seem, hear those words in your head.

· This technique may seem childish, but it works.  Using your finger as a pointer, underscore the line as you are reading it aloud in your head.  This forces you to slow down and to really notice the text.  This will be helpful when you have to refer to the passage.

· Note the dominant features of the passage (e.g. a disdainful tone, an extended metaphor, a rhetorical mode such as classification, a striking comparison, unusual diction.

· Use all of the information given to you about the passage, such as the author, date of publication, and footnotes to form a frame of reference in which to place the passage.

General Guidelines for Answering Multiple-Choice Questions  

· Answer questions to the best of your ability the first time around. Skipping some and returning later (after reading another passage) will require re-reading, which is time consuming.

· Write on the exam booklet.  Mark it up.  Make it yours.  Interact with the test.

· Do not spend too much time on any one question.

· Do not be misled by the length or appearance of a selection.  There is no correlation between this and question difficulty.  

· Don’t fight the questions or the passage.  You may know other information about the subject of the text or a question.  It’s irrelevant.  Work within the given context.

· Consider all the choices in a given question.  This will guard against jumping to a false conclusion.  It helps you to slow down and look closely at each possibility.  You may find that your first choice was not the best or most appropriate one.  

· Maintain an open mind as you answer subsequent questions in a series.  Sometimes a later question will contradict an answer to a previous one.  Reconsider both.  Likewise, even the phrasing of a question may point to an answer in a previous question.

· Remember that all parts of an answer must be correct. 

· When in doubt, go back to the text.

Specific Techniques for the Multiple-Choice Section

Process of Elimination-This is the primary tool, except for direct knowledge of the answer.

1. Read the five choices.

2. If no choice immediately strikes you as correct, you can 

· eliminate any that are obviously wrong;

· eliminate those choices that are too narrow or too broad;

· eliminate illogical choices;

· eliminate answers that are synonymous;

· eliminate answers that cancel each other out.

3. If two answers are close, find the one general enough to contain all aspects of the question, or

find the one limited enough to be the detail the question is seeking

Substitution/Fill-in the Blank

1. Rephrase the question, leaving a blank where the answer should go.

2. Use each of the choices to fill in the blank until you find the one that is the best fit.

Using Context

1. Use this technique when the question directs you to specific lines, words or phrases.

2. Locate the given word, phrase or sentence and read the sentence before and after the section of text to which the question refers. Often this provides the information you need to choose.

Intuition/The Educated Guess

You have a wealth of skills and knowledge in your language and composition subconscious mind. A question or choice may trigger a “remembrance of things past.” This can be the basis for an educated guess. Have the confidence to use it as a valid technique. Trust your own resources.

A Survival Tip

If time is running out and you haven’t finished the last selection,

1. Scan the remaining questions, looking for the shortest questions and those that point you to a specific line. These two types of questions are relatively easy to work with and verify.

2. Look for specific detail/definition questions.

3. Look for self-contained questions. “The jail sentence was a bitter winter for his plan” is an example of 

. You did not have to go to the passage to answer this question.

Types of Multiple Choice Questions

The Straightforward Question: The passage is an example of C. a contrast/comparison essay. The pronoun “it” refers to B. his gait.
The Question That Refers to Specific Lines and asks you to draw a conclusion or to interpret. Lines 52-57 serve to A. reinforce the author’s thesis. [HINT: Mark the lines in the passage.]
The All… Except Question requires more time, because it demands considering every possibility. The AP English Language and Composition exam is all of the following except
A. given in May of each year.

B. open to high school juniors.

C. published by the New York Times.

D. used as a tool to earn college credit.

E. includes a multiple choice and free response section.

The Question that Asks You to Make an Inference or to abstract a concept not directly stated in the passage. In “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” the reader can infer that the speaker is E. religious.

The Question that Uses Roman Numerals. This type takes loads of time. This is one to consider skipping if you are short on time.

In the passage, night refers to     A.  I only   B.  II only   C.
I and II    D. II and III  E. I, II and III
