Tips for Students Taking the AP Environmental Science Exam

NOTE: You may not use a calculator on any part of the exam.

The Multiple-Choice Section

The first 90-minute section of the AP Environmental Science Exam consists of 100 multiple-choice questions that represent 60 percent of your final grade. The number of questions on each topic corresponds approximately to the percentages given in the course outline.

• Read the entire question. Read each answer selection (a, b, c, d, and/or e) carefully before

choosing your response! You may be able to eliminate several of the answer selections right

away. Do not just read (a) and (b) and chose (b) as the correct answer (even if you know it is)

without going on and reading (c), (d), and (e).

• Again, read each question carefully! Some students find that underlining key words in the

question and answers as they read them helps them to focus. The multiple-choice questions

are designed to make you think critically.
• Many students wonder whether or not to guess on questions about which they are not certain.

In the multiple-choice section, as a correction for random guessing, one-fourth of the number

of questions you answer incorrectly will be subtracted from the number of questions you

answer correctly. If you are not totally sure of the correct answer but have some knowledge of the question, you may be able to eliminate some of the less likely answers. If you can narrow it down to a choice between two or three possibilities, then I suggest you make an educated guess. Your

chances of getting the right answer are improved, and it may be to your advantage to answer

such a question using this strategy of elimination. If you cannot narrow it down, then I

suggest you do not answer the question and go on to the next.

• One way to approach the multiple-choice section is to go through the exam answering first

only those questions you find the easiest. If you come across a question for which you do not

have a clue as to the answer, mark that question with a minus sign “–” and move on to the

next question. If you come across a question you think you can answer but it may take a little

time, mark that question with a plus sign “+” and move on to the next question. After you

have reached the end of the multiple-choice section and answered all of the questions you

found easiest, go back and work on the “+” questions.

• Remember, you may only want to guess if you can eliminate two or three wrong answers for a

question. If you have time after finishing all of the “+” questions, then go through the “–”

questions. If you really have difficulty eliminating answers to a “–” question, then it is best not

to guess; just leave the question unanswered. This is a fairly common approach to taking

multiple-choice tests and you may already be used to this strategy from previous classes.

• Use a sharpened No. 2 pencil to fill in the bubble for your answer. Take a good supply of

sharp No. 2 pencils with you! This will help to minimize the noise from sharpening one

pencil over and over again and be less of a distraction to other students who are trying hard

to concentrate. Give only one answer to each question. If you change an answer, be sure the

previous mark is erased completely and the new answer fully fills the bubble.

• You may finish this section with time to spare. Do not be alarmed if you do. Do not be

alarmed if you don’t! But do spend any extra time you have checking over your answers,

especially those of which you are unsure.

The Free-Response Section

The second 90-minute section of the AP Environmental Science Exam consists of four required free response questions that represent 40 percent of the grade. One question is data-based and includes a data table or graph and is designed to measure your ability to manipulate and interpret data from various sources. One question is document-based and includes newspaper articles, product advertisements, or other real-life documents and is designed to measure your ability to apply knowledge of environmental science to contexts that are timely, relevant, and authentic. Two questions are synthesis and evaluation questions. These in-depth and often multi-part essays are designed to measure your ability to synthesize and evaluate ideas by using concepts from environmental science.

Points are awarded only for arguments that are backed by scientific facts and principles. Although the sum of the potential points available in separate parts of a question may total more than 10 points (say, 12, for example), the maximum score awarded for any question is 10 points. Parts of questions also have maximum part scores to ensure that all parts of the question have to be answered to earn a score of 10.

• Use a black or blue pen to answer the questions. If you make a mistake, simply cross it out and write in your correction. (Pencil should only be used as a second choice, and it has to be dark

enough to read.) Do not use any funky colored ink because it may be hard to read! Remember

to take the time to write legibly.

• Some students find it best to attempt the questions in order so as not to waste time, that is,

to start with question number 1 and then go on to numbers 2, 3, and 4. Some students choose

to attempt the questions in another sequence. For example, if number 3 is the one you think

you know the most about and can do the best on, you may want to do that first and then go

on to do, say, 4, 1, and 2. Whatever sequence you choose, make sure you decide quickly! Read

each question carefully. You have only 22.5 minutes to answer each one. The time will go by

very fast!

• Write the number and letter that correspond to each question and question part: 1 (a), 1 (b), 1 (c), 1 (d). Try to answer all parts of each question.

• If you come to a part you cannot answer at that time, write the number and letter that

correspond to that part and leave a space in the answer booklet before going on to the next

part of the question. This way you can always go back to answer it later if you are able. You

may be able to score points on each question even if you answer only parts of it.

• If you do not know the answer to a question or part of a question, just do the best you can to answer. This is not the time or place to write a poem or an essay on your life story just to make
sure everyone taking the exam sees you working profusely and thinks you are producing a

wonderful answer!

• Do not restate the question as the beginning of your answer. It takes up time and will not get

you any points. Likewise, do not bother to say what an important question it is. Just answer it.

• Do not answer in outline form or use only one or two words as your answer. The reader can

only score what you write, so answer the questions using sentences when asked to describe,

discuss, or explain a particular point.

• Write legibly. Take time to do this. Making your answer easier to read will make it easier for the

people who score the question to see where they can give you points.

• Stick to the point. Do not attempt to show your knowledge about the effect of increased

atmospheric carbon dioxide levels if the question relates to the carrying capacity of ecosystems.

You will not get any points for irrelevant information.

• For data-based questions, show all of your work in the correct place in the pink answer booklet.

If you simply write a correct answer to a calculation-based question without showing how you

arrived at the answer, you may get no points for that correct answer! Conversely, if you set up

your calculation correctly and make a simple arithmetic error, you may earn partial credit.

Also, putting your work in the green booklet and then neglecting to transfer it to the pink

booklet will not get you any points either! Only the pink booklets are sent to ETS to be

scored; the green booklets are collected and given to your teacher several days later.

• When answering any calculation-based question, include units in each part of your answer.

• If the question asks you to discuss short-term and long-term effects or environmental versus

economic costs, then make sure that you differentiate between the two parameters.

• If you use a picture or a drawing to explain your answer, then make sure that you back it up

with writing in order to explain it fully, and do not forget to include labels!

• Remember that you can score points even if you answer only one or two parts of the question.

So if you do not know the answer to parts (b) and (d), but you do know the answer to parts

(a) and (c), then write your answers to parts (a) and (c).

• Do not think that the more you write the more points you will get! More often than not, a

brief, concise answer may score the most points. So be brief enough to provide a good answer

that is concise and to the point! If you wish to elaborate on a particular point in order to

substantiate and display a greater depth of knowledge on a particular question, only do so if it

has direct relevance to the question and enhances your answer. In other words, do not waffle

on and on! If the question asks for two examples, then give two, not three or four. Only the first two you give will be counted for scoring anyway. So, if you give four examples and the first two are wrong and the next two are correct, you will not get any points because only the first two

you describe will count when the exam is scored.

• If a question asks you to identify and describe three labeled parts of a diagram, then identify

and describe only three. Again, only the first three answers you give will be counted toward

your score, so do not waste time showing the people who score the exams your knowledge of

all six or seven!

• At the end of the exam make sure you have followed the instructions with regard to

completing the identification information, supplying your AP number, and indicating your

preference for the use of your exam, as an example or sample answer, by the College Board.

You have worked hard this year and covered many environmental science topics. Do not expect to remember everything we have discussed or every little fact and detail. A good night’s sleep is in order before the exam so you will feel alert and refreshed when you take it. We have covered a vast amount of material and have done so in such a way that gives you the potential of earning a grade of 5 on the exam. If you have put in some quality reviewing time over the last few weeks, then there is no reason for you not to do well.
So strive for a five! It’s up to you!
