
ap english literature exam

ap english literature exam is a rigorous assessment designed to evaluate students' understanding and

analytical skills in English literature. This exam is a crucial part of Advanced Placement courses,

offering students the opportunity to earn college credit by demonstrating proficiency in literary analysis

and critical thinking. The exam covers a wide range of literary works, including poetry, prose, and

drama, requiring students to interpret themes, literary devices, and stylistic elements. Success on the

AP English Literature exam demands strong reading comprehension, essay writing skills, and

familiarity with various literary genres and periods. This article provides a comprehensive overview of

the exam structure, scoring criteria, effective preparation strategies, and tips for excelling on test day.

Readers will gain valuable insights into what to expect and how to approach each section to maximize

their performance.
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Overview of the AP English Literature Exam

The AP English Literature exam is administered annually by the College Board to high school students

enrolled in the AP English Literature and Composition course. It assesses students' ability to read,



analyze, and interpret literary texts from various periods and genres. The exam emphasizes critical

thinking, literary analysis, and effective communication through writing. Students are expected to

demonstrate their understanding of complex literary works by identifying themes, analyzing character

development, and examining stylistic elements such as symbolism, imagery, and tone.

Purpose and Importance

The primary purpose of the AP English Literature exam is to provide students with an opportunity to

earn college credit or advanced placement in college English courses. Performing well on this exam

can save time and tuition costs while enhancing a student’s academic profile. Additionally, the skills

developed through preparing for and taking the exam are valuable for future academic and

professional pursuits that require analytical reading and writing.

Eligibility and Registration

Students typically take the AP English Literature exam after completing the AP English Literature and

Composition course in high school. Registration for the exam is coordinated through the student’s

school, usually in the months leading up to the exam date in May. It is essential for students to confirm

registration deadlines and exam fees with their school counselor or AP coordinator.

Exam Format and Content

The AP English Literature exam consists of two main sections: multiple-choice questions and free-

response essay prompts. Both sections are designed to evaluate different aspects of literary analysis

and writing ability.

Multiple-Choice Section

This section contains approximately 55 questions that students must answer in 60 minutes. The



questions are based on a variety of literary excerpts, including prose and poetry, and require students

to analyze elements such as theme, tone, figurative language, and narrative technique.

Free-Response Section

The free-response section lasts 120 minutes and includes three essay prompts. These essays typically

consist of:

An analysis of a poem provided on the exam

An analysis of a passage from prose fiction or drama

An open-ended prompt that allows students to analyze a work of their choice

Students must demonstrate the ability to construct coherent, insightful literary analyses that address

the prompts with textual evidence and clear argumentation.

Scoring and Grading Criteria

The AP English Literature exam is scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 representing the highest level of

achievement. 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. There is no penalty for

incorrect answers, so students are encouraged to answer every question. The raw multiple-choice

score is converted into a scaled score as part of the total exam score.



Essay Scoring Rubric

Essays are scored by trained AP readers using a rubric that assesses:

Thesis and argument development

Use of textual evidence

Understanding of literary techniques and devices

Coherence, organization, and clarity of writing

Each essay receives a score from 0 to 6, and the three essay scores are combined to form part of the

overall exam score.

Preparation Strategies

Effective preparation for the AP English Literature exam involves a combination of reading widely,

practicing analytical writing, and familiarizing oneself with the exam format and expectations.

Reading and Literary Analysis

Students should read a diverse selection of literary works, including classic and contemporary poetry,

novels, and plays. Focus should be placed on identifying literary devices, themes, character

development, and narrative structure. Annotating texts and discussing interpretations can deepen

comprehension.



Practice Writing Essays

Regular practice with essay prompts helps students develop the ability to organize ideas quickly and

express them clearly. It is beneficial to time essay writing to simulate exam conditions and to seek

feedback from teachers or peers to improve argumentative writing skills.

Reviewing Past Exam Questions

Familiarity with previous exam questions and scoring guidelines is invaluable. Reviewing sample

essays and College Board scoring commentary can provide insight into what constitutes a high-scoring

response.

Test Day Tips and Best Practices

On the day of the exam, strategic preparation and time management are essential for success.

Time Management

Allocating appropriate time to each section of the exam ensures that students have the opportunity to

complete all questions and essays thoroughly. For the essay section, it is advisable to spend time

planning before writing to create a clear and focused argument.

Reading Carefully

Close reading of the provided texts and prompts is critical. Misunderstanding a passage or prompt can

lead to off-topic responses. Students should annotate passages and underline key phrases to guide

their analysis.



Maintaining Focus and Composure

Staying calm and focused throughout the exam helps maintain clarity of thought. Students should take

deep breaths if they feel overwhelmed and pace themselves to avoid rushing through any section.

Checklist for Test Day

Bring necessary materials: pencils, erasers, photo ID

Arrive early to the testing center

Review key literary terms and concepts briefly before the exam

Eat a healthy meal to sustain energy

Manage time carefully during each section

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the format of the AP English Literature exam?

The AP English Literature exam consists of two sections: a multiple-choice section with approximately

55 questions to be completed in 60 minutes, and a free-response section with three essay prompts to

be completed in 120 minutes.

What types of texts are covered in the AP English Literature exam?

The exam covers a wide range of literary genres including poetry, drama, fiction, and prose from



various time periods and cultures, focusing on analysis and interpretation of complex literary works.

How should I prepare for the AP English Literature exam?

Preparation should include reading a variety of challenging literary works, practicing literary analysis,

writing timed essays, reviewing literary terms and devices, and taking practice exams to familiarize

yourself with the format.

What are the three essay prompts on the AP English Literature exam?

The three essays typically include a literary analysis of a poem, a literary analysis of a prose passage,

and an open-ended essay where students analyze a theme, character, or element in a work of their

choice.

How is the AP English Literature exam scored?

The multiple-choice section is scored based on the number of correct answers, while essays are

scored by trained readers on a scale of 0 to 6. The combined scores are converted to a composite

score ranging from 1 to 5.

What are some effective strategies for the multiple-choice section?

Effective strategies include carefully reading the passages, annotating key points, eliminating clearly

wrong answers, managing time efficiently, and understanding common literary devices and themes.

How important is quoting the text in the AP English Literature essays?

Quoting the text is important as it provides evidence for your analysis; however, it should be integrated

smoothly and used to support your argument rather than dominate the essay.

Can I use a poetry or prose passage I’ve studied before for the open-



ended essay?

Yes, for the open-ended essay, you may choose a work you have studied in depth, which allows you

to write confidently and provide detailed analysis with supporting evidence.

What are common mistakes to avoid on the AP English Literature

exam?

Common mistakes include misreading the questions, writing summaries instead of analyses, neglecting

to support claims with textual evidence, poor time management, and ignoring the prompt's specific

requirements.

Additional Resources

1. "Barron's AP English Literature and Composition"

This comprehensive study guide offers detailed reviews of literary terms, genres, and critical reading

strategies. It includes practice exams with answer explanations that mirror the format of the AP English

Literature exam. Students can benefit from its thorough analysis of prose and poetry passages to

improve their analytical writing skills.

2. "The Bedford Introduction to Literature: Reading, Thinking, Writing"

A widely used anthology that provides a diverse selection of classic and contemporary literary works. It

encourages critical thinking through guided questions and writing prompts tailored for AP English

Literature students. The book also helps develop skills in literary analysis and essay composition.

3. "CliffsAP English Literature and Composition"

This guide offers concise summaries of important literary works alongside sample essay questions and

strategies. It focuses on helping students understand complex texts and craft well-organized responses

under exam conditions. The book also includes tips for mastering multiple-choice questions and timed

essays.



4. "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" by Thomas C. Foster

Foster's book demystifies common literary themes, symbols, and motifs that frequently appear in

literature and the AP exam. It teaches readers to recognize deeper meanings and cultural references

in texts. This engaging guide enhances interpretive skills essential for success on the exam.

5. "AP English Literature Crash Course" by The Princeton Review

Designed for last-minute review, this book summarizes key literary concepts and exam strategies in a

clear, concise format. It provides practice questions and detailed answer explanations to build

confidence. The guide is ideal for students seeking a focused study aid before the test.

6. "Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing" by X.J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia

This textbook offers a comprehensive introduction to various literary genres with examples from a

broad range of authors. It emphasizes critical reading and writing skills, with exercises tailored to AP

English Literature coursework. The book also includes annotated texts to aid in close reading.

7. "SparkNotes AP English Literature and Composition"

SparkNotes provides summaries and analyses of frequently tested literary works, along with study

guides covering poetic devices and literary terms. It offers practice quizzes and essay tips to help

students prepare effectively. The accessible format makes it a popular supplemental resource.

8. "The Norton Anthology of English Literature"

A staple in many AP English classes, this anthology compiles essential works from the English literary

tradition. It includes comprehensive historical and critical context to deepen understanding. The wide

selection supports students in exploring various periods and styles relevant to the exam.

9. "Writing About Literature" by Edgar V. Roberts and Robert Zweig

This book focuses on developing strong analytical writing skills through detailed instruction on essay

structure and argumentation. It helps students learn how to interpret texts and support their ideas

effectively. The practical approach is especially useful for tackling the free-response section of the AP

exam.
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