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
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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.
