
ap english literature and composition
exam
ap english literature and composition exam is a challenging assessment
designed to evaluate students’ skills in literary analysis, critical
thinking, and writing. This exam is a crucial part of the Advanced Placement
program, providing high school students the opportunity to earn college
credit by demonstrating their proficiency in analyzing complex texts and
composing coherent essays. The exam covers a wide range of literary genres,
including poetry, prose, and drama, and requires students to interpret
themes, literary devices, and stylistic elements. Success on the AP English
Literature and Composition exam demands a thorough understanding of literary
techniques, strong analytical skills, and effective time management during
the test. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the exam,
including its structure, content, preparation strategies, scoring criteria,
and tips for achieving a high score. The following table of contents outlines
the main sections covered in this detailed guide.
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Overview of the AP English Literature and
Composition Exam
The AP English Literature and Composition exam is administered annually by
the College Board and is intended for students who have completed a rigorous
high school course in English literature. It assesses students’ abilities to
interpret literary texts and express their insights through well-organized
essays. The exam encourages critical reading and analytical writing, focusing
on works from a variety of periods and genres. Typically, students encounter
poetry, prose fiction, and drama excerpts, each requiring different
analytical approaches.

Success on this exam not only enhances college applications but also offers
the possibility of earning college credit, saving time and tuition costs in



higher education. The exam’s comprehensive nature demands that students
develop a deep familiarity with literary terminology, critical theory, and
essay organization techniques.

Exam Format and Structure
The AP English Literature and Composition exam consists of two main sections:
multiple-choice questions and free-response essay questions. Each section is
designed to test different but complementary skills related to literary
analysis and composition.

Multiple-Choice Section
This section includes 55 questions that students must answer within 60
minutes. The questions focus on reading comprehension and analysis of prose
and poetry passages. Students are tested on their ability to understand tone,
figurative language, narrative techniques, and thematic elements within the
given texts.

Free-Response Section
The free-response section lasts 120 minutes and requires students to write
three essays. These essays include:

Poetry Analysis Essay: Analyzing a poem’s form, content, and literary
devices.

Prose Analysis Essay: Interpreting a passage from prose fiction or
nonfiction, focusing on the author’s stylistic and thematic choices.

Open-Ended Essay: Analyzing a literary work of the student’s choice or
responding to a prompt with a well-supported argument.

Each essay demands a clear thesis, evidence-based analysis, and coherent
organization to demonstrate mastery of literary interpretation and
composition skills.

Key Literary Concepts and Skills Tested
The AP English Literature and Composition exam tests a broad range of
literary concepts and analytical skills. Understanding these elements is
crucial for success on both the multiple-choice and essay portions.



Literary Devices and Techniques
Students must be familiar with a variety of literary devices, including
metaphor, simile, imagery, symbolism, irony, and allusion. Recognizing and
interpreting these devices helps reveal deeper meanings in texts.

Literary Genres and Forms
The exam covers various genres such as poetry, drama, and prose fiction.
Students should understand the conventions and characteristics of each genre
to analyze texts effectively.

Thematic Analysis
Identifying and discussing central themes such as identity, power, morality,
and human nature is a key component of the exam. Students must connect
literary elements to thematic insights.

Close Reading and Textual Evidence
Close reading skills involve carefully examining language, syntax, and
structure. Students are expected to cite specific textual evidence to support
their interpretations and arguments.

Analytical Writing Skills
Effective essay writing is essential. This includes crafting a strong thesis
statement, organizing ideas logically, and using precise language to analyze
and explain literary works.

Effective Preparation Tips and Study Strategies
Preparation for the AP English Literature and Composition exam should be
systematic and focused on developing critical reading and writing skills.

Reading Widely and Deeply
Exposure to a diverse range of literary works enhances comprehension and
analytical abilities. Students should read classic and contemporary
literature, including poetry, novels, and plays.



Practicing Essay Writing
Regularly writing practice essays under timed conditions helps improve
writing speed and organization. Reviewing sample essays and scoring
guidelines clarifies expectations.

Familiarizing with Literary Terminology
Building a strong vocabulary of literary terms enables students to discuss
texts accurately and confidently. Flashcards and quizzes can aid memorization
of key concepts.

Taking Practice Exams
Completing full-length practice exams simulates test conditions and
identifies areas needing improvement. Analyzing mistakes supports targeted
study efforts.

Joining Study Groups or Classes
Collaborative learning through study groups or AP prep classes encourages
discussion and provides diverse perspectives on literary analysis.

Understanding the Scoring and Grading Process
The AP English Literature and Composition exam is scored on a scale of 1 to
5, with 5 being the highest score indicating exceptional performance. The
scoring process involves evaluating both multiple-choice answers and essay
responses.

Multiple-Choice Scoring
Each correct answer in the multiple-choice section contributes to the raw
score, which is then converted to a scaled score. There is no penalty for
incorrect answers, so answering all questions is recommended.

Essay Scoring Criteria
Essays are scored based on three main criteria:

Thesis and Argument Development: Clarity and sophistication of the1.
thesis and argument.



Use of Evidence: Effective use of textual evidence to support claims.2.

Writing Quality: Coherence, organization, grammar, and style.3.

Each essay is graded by trained AP readers, and the combined essay scores
contribute significantly to the overall exam score.

Test Day Tips and Time Management
Proper time management and test-taking strategies are essential for
maximizing performance on the AP English Literature and Composition exam.

Allocating Time During the Exam
Students should plan to spend approximately one hour on the multiple-choice
section and two hours on the free-response section. Dividing essay time
evenly helps ensure completion of all prompts.

Reading and Annotating Passages
Active reading strategies such as annotating key points and literary devices
facilitate quicker, more accurate responses during the exam.

Outlining Essays Before Writing
Creating brief outlines helps organize thoughts and ensures a logical flow in
essays, reducing the risk of omitting important analysis.

Reviewing Answers if Time Permits
If time allows, revisiting multiple-choice questions and proofreading essays
can catch careless errors and improve clarity.

Maintaining Focus and Composure
Staying calm and focused throughout the exam reduces anxiety and supports
clear thinking and effective writing.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the format of the AP English Literature and
Composition exam?
The AP English Literature and Composition exam consists of two sections: a
multiple-choice section with 55 questions to be answered in 1 hour, and a
free-response section with 3 essay prompts to be completed in 2 hours.

What types of texts are typically analyzed on the AP
English Literature exam?
Students analyze a variety of literary texts including poetry, drama, prose
fiction, and literary nonfiction from different historical periods and
cultural contexts.

How is the AP English Literature exam scored?
The exam is scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with scores determined by combining
the multiple-choice section score and the free-response essays, which are
graded by AP readers using standardized rubrics.

What skills are essential for success on the AP
English Literature and Composition exam?
Key skills include close reading, literary analysis, understanding of
literary devices and techniques, clear and coherent essay writing, and time
management during the exam.

How can students best prepare for the free-response
section of the AP English Literature exam?
Students should practice writing timed analytical essays on poetry, prose,
and open-ended prompts, focusing on developing a clear thesis, using textual
evidence, and organizing their ideas effectively.

Are there any recommended study materials for the AP
English Literature and Composition exam?
Recommended materials include the College Board’s course and exam
description, AP prep books from publishers like Barron's and Princeton
Review, past exam questions, and annotated literary anthologies.

What is the importance of literary devices in the AP



English Literature exam essays?
Understanding and analyzing literary devices such as imagery, symbolism,
metaphor, and tone is crucial as they help demonstrate a deeper comprehension
of the text and strengthen essay arguments.

Can students use outside sources or texts during the
AP English Literature exam?
No, the exam is closed-book and closed-notes; students must rely solely on
the provided texts and their own knowledge and analysis during the exam.

How does the AP English Literature exam differ from
the AP English Language and Composition exam?
The Literature exam focuses on analyzing literary texts and their artistic
qualities, while the Language exam emphasizes rhetorical analysis and the use
of nonfiction texts to evaluate argument and style.

Additional Resources
1. “Barron’s AP English Literature and Composition”
This comprehensive guide offers detailed reviews of literary terms, devices,
and genres essential for the AP English Literature exam. It includes practice
tests that mimic the actual exam format, helping students build test-taking
skills. The book also provides strategies for analyzing prose and poetry
passages effectively.

2. “The Norton Introduction to Literature”
Widely used in AP English classes, this anthology features a diverse
collection of poetry, prose, and drama from various periods and cultures. It
provides critical essays and contextual information that deepen students’
understanding of literary works. This book is ideal for developing close
reading and analytical writing skills.

3. “CliffsNotes AP English Literature and Composition”
This study guide offers concise summaries and analyses of classic and
contemporary literature frequently featured on the AP exam. It includes
practice questions and answer explanations to reinforce comprehension. The
guide also covers essay-writing techniques tailored to AP exam prompts.

4. “Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing” by
X.J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia
This textbook provides a thorough exploration of literary genres with
examples and exercises for each. It emphasizes critical thinking and writing
skills necessary for AP English Literature success. The book’s clear
structure aids students in mastering literary analysis and essay composition.



5. “AP English Literature and Composition: 2020 Edition” by Princeton Review
This updated edition includes practice tests, detailed answer explanations,
and strategies for tackling multiple-choice questions and free-response
essays. It focuses on familiarizing students with the exam’s format and
expectations. The book also covers key literary terms and techniques.

6. “How to Read Literature Like a Professor” by Thomas C. Foster
Foster’s book is an engaging guide that teaches readers to recognize literary
symbols, themes, and patterns. It helps students develop a deeper
understanding of texts beyond surface-level reading. This resource is
especially useful for essay writing and class discussions.

7. “5 Steps to a 5: AP English Literature”
This step-by-step study guide breaks down the exam preparation process into
manageable parts, including content review, practice questions, and test-
taking strategies. It is designed to build confidence and improve performance
on exam day. The book also includes model essays and scoring tips.

8. “The Bedford Introduction to Literature” by Michael Meyer
This anthology offers a broad selection of literary works paired with
critical commentary and writing prompts. It encourages active engagement with
texts and supports the development of analytical writing skills. The book is
suitable for both classroom use and independent study.

9. “Writing About Literature” by Edgar V. Roberts and Henry E. Jacobs
Focused on enhancing literary essay writing, this book provides guidance on
thesis development, organization, and textual support. It includes examples
and exercises to improve clarity and argumentation. This resource is valuable
for students aiming to excel in AP Literature free-response sections.
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