What Should I Expect in Section I?

For this first section of the AP English Language and Composition exam, you are allotted 1 hour to answer between 45 and 60 objective questions on four to five prose passages. The selections may come from works of fiction or nonfiction and be from different time periods, of different styles, and of different purposes. In other words, you will not find two essays by Thoreau in the multiple-choice section of the same test.

At least one of the readings will contain some type of citation, attribution, footnote, and so on. You will be expected to be able to determine HOW this citation, etc., is employed by the author to further his purpose. You will NOT be asked about specific formats such as MLA or APA.

These are NOT easy readings. They are representative of the college-level work you have been doing throughout the year. You will be expected to:

• follow sophisticated syntax;

• respond to diction;

• be comfortable with upper-level vocabulary;

• be familiar with rhetorical terminology;

• make inferences;

• be sensitive to irony and tone;

• recognize components of organization and style;

• be familiar with modes of discourse and rhetorical strategies; and

• recognize how information contained in citations contributes to the author’s purpose.

THE GOOD NEWS IS . . . the selection is self-contained. If it is about the Irish Potato Famine, you will NOT be at a disadvantage if you know nothing about Irish history. Frequently, there will be biblical references in a selection. This is especially true of works from an earlier time period. You are expected to be aware of basic allusions to biblical and mythological works often found in literary texts, but the passage will never require you to have any particular religious background.

How Should I Proceed Through This Section of the Exam?

Timing is important. Always maintain an awareness of the time. Wear a watch. (Some students like to put it directly in front of them on the desk.) Remember, this is not your first encounter with the multiple-choice section of the test. 

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 other students taking the exam. There has to be a bar that determines the 5’s and 4’s for this exam. Just do your best.

Reading the text carefully is a must. Begin at the beginning and work your way through. Most people read just with their eyes. We want you to slow down and to read with your senses of sight, sound, and touch.

• Underline, circle, and annotate the text.

• 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.

• 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.

• Use all of the information given to you about the passage, such as title, author, date of publication, and footnotes.

• Be aware of organizational and rhetorical devices and techniques.

• Be aware of thematic lines and be sensitive to details that will obviously be material for multiple-choice questions.

• Quickly skim the questions, ignoring the choices. This will give you an idea as to what is expected of you as a reader of the given text.
Types of Multiple-Choice Questions
Is the Structure the Same for All of the Multiple-Choice Questions?

No. There are several basic patterns that the AP test makers employ. These include:

1. The straightforward question.

• The passage is an example of C. a contrast/comparison essay

• The pronoun “it” refers to B. his gait

2. The question that refers you to specific lines and asks you to draw a conclusion or interpret.

• Lines 52–57 serve to

A. reinforce the author’s thesis

3. The ALL . . . EXCEPT question requires more time, because it demands that you consider every possibility.

• The AP English Language and Composition exam is all of the following except

A. It is given in May of each year.

B. It is open to high school seniors.

C. It is published in the New York Times.

D. It is used as a qualifier for college credit.

E. It is a 3-hour test.

4. 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

5. Here is the killer question. It even uses Roman numerals! This question is problematic and time consuming. You can be certain that each exam will have a couple of these questions lurking within it.

• In the passage “night” refers to

I. the death of the young woman

II. a pun on Sir William’s title

III. the end of the affair

A. I only

B. I and II

C. I and III

D. II and III

E. I, II, and III

This is the type of question to skip if it causes you problems and/or you are short on time. Remember, it will cost you a quarter of a point if wrong and zero if you skip it.

6. The footnote question: This is the question that requires you to abstract, interpret, or apply information contained in footnotes attached to passages.

• The purpose of the footnote is to

A. cite a primary source

B. verify the writer’s assertions

C. direct the reader to other sources

D. cite a secondary source

E. provide the writer’s additional commentary

What Kinds of Questions Should I Expect on the Exam?

The multiple-choice questions center on form and content. Naturally, the test makers are assessing your understanding of the meaning of the selection as well as your ability to draw inferences and perceive implications based on the given work. They also want to know if you understand HOW an author develops his or her ideas.

The questions, therefore, will be factual, technical, analytical, and inferential. The brief chart below illustrates the types of key words/phrases in these four categories you can expect to encounter.

Note: DO NOT MEMORIZE THESE TABLES. Likewise, do not panic if a word or phrase is not familiar to you.
	Factual
	Technical
	Analytical
	Inferential

	Words refer to
	Sentence structure
	Rhetorical strategy
	Effect of diction

	Allusions
	Style
	Shift in development
	Tone

	Antecedents
	Grammatical purpose
	Rhetorical stance
	Inferences

	Pronoun referents
	Dominant technique
	Style
	Effect of description

	 
	Imagery
	Metaphor
	Effect of last paragraph

	 
	Point of view
	Contrast
	Effect on reader

	 
	Organization of passage
	Comparison
	Narrator's attitude

	 
	Narrative progress of passage
	Cause/effect
	Image suggests

	 
	Conflict
	Argument
	Effect of detail

	 
	Irony
	Description
	Author implies

	 
	Function of......
	Narration
	Author most concerned with

	 
	 
	Specific-general
	Symbol

	 
	 
	General-specific
	 

	 
	 
	How something is characterized
	 

	 
	 
	Imagery
	 

	 
	 
	Passage is primarily
	 

	 
	 
	Function of....
	 


Strategies for Answering the Multiple-Choice Questions

General Guidelines

• Work in order. We like this approach for several reasons:

— It’s clear.

— You will not lose your place on the scan sheet.

— There may be a logic to working sequentially which will help you to answer previous questions. BUT, this is your call. If you are more comfortable moving around the exam, do so.

• 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 the difficulty of the questions. 
• Don’t fight the question 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 your jumping to a false conclusion. It helps you to slow down and to 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

• 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 which are obviously wrong; — eliminate those choices which are too narrow or too broad; — eliminate illogical choices; — eliminate answers which are synonymous; — eliminate answers which cancel each other out.

3. Eliminate choices that do not link grammatically to the stem of the question.  Some test makers may not phrase the incorrect answers as carefully as the correct one.  If a choice is added to complete the stem and the result is awkward or ungrammatical, it is most likely incorrect.

4. If deciding between two answers,

— 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 the text to which the question refers. Often this provides the information or clues you need to make your choice.

• Anticipation
As you read the passage for the first time, mark any details and ideas that you would ask a question about. You may second-guess the test makers this way.

• Intuition/The Educated Guess
You have a wealth of skills and knowledge in your language and composition subconscious. A question or a choice may trigger a “remembrance of things past.” This can be the basis for your educated guess. Have the confidence to use the educated guess as a valid technique. Trust your own resources.
A Survival Plan
If time is running out and you haven't finished the last selection,

1. Scan the remaining questions and look for:

- the shortest questions; and/or

- the questions that point you to a line

These two types of questions are relatively easy to work with and to 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 C. an analogy.

You did not have to go to the passage to answer this question
Some Thoughts About Guessing

You are no longer penalized for guessing.  You do not lose anything for wrong answers or skipping answers. THEREFORE THE AP TEST MAKERS URGE YOU TO TRY TO ANSWER EVERY QUESTION. You can’t be seriously hurt by making educated guesses based on a careful reading of the selection.

Be smart. Understand that you need to come to this exam well prepared. You must have a foundation of knowledge and skills. You cannot guess through the entire exam and expect to do well.
LAST TIPS

1. Be deliberate in your reading; words are there for a reason.  Do not imagine what isn’t there.  READ directions carefully (careless mistakes are a bummer).

2. Do not change answers unless you are CERTAIN that you made a mistake.  If you are not absolutely sure the answer you want to change is incorrect, go with your first impression (think Emerson).  Almost without fail, first associations are correct.
