
ap literature and composition exam
ap literature and composition exam is a rigorous assessment designed to
evaluate students' abilities in literary analysis, critical thinking, and
effective writing. This exam, administered by the College Board, challenges
high school students to engage deeply with a variety of literary texts, from
poetry and prose to drama and nonfiction. Success on the AP Literature and
Composition exam can earn students college credit and advanced placement in
university English courses, making preparation essential. The exam tests
skills such as close reading, interpretation of literary devices, and
coherent essay construction. This article provides a comprehensive overview
of the exam structure, scoring criteria, preparation strategies, and valuable
resources to help students excel. Understanding each component of the exam
and mastering the required skills will enable students to perform confidently
and achieve their academic goals. Below is a detailed breakdown of the main
topics covered in this guide.
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Overview of the AP Literature and Composition
Exam

The AP Literature and Composition exam is a standardized test that measures
students’ proficiency in literary analysis and composition. It is part of the
Advanced Placement program, offering high school students an opportunity to
undertake college-level coursework. The exam focuses on English literature
and requires students to analyze and interpret complex literary texts.
Through a combination of multiple-choice questions and free-response essays,
the exam assesses reading comprehension, analytical skills, and writing
ability. The content spans various genres, periods, and styles, encouraging a
broad and deep understanding of literature. The AP Literature and Composition
exam also emphasizes critical thinking and the ability to communicate ideas
clearly and persuasively in writing.



Exam Format and Structure

The AP Literature and Composition exam is divided into two main sections:
multiple-choice questions and free-response essays. Each section tests
different skills and contributes to the overall score.

Multiple-Choice Section

This section typically consists of 55 questions based on several literary
passages, including excerpts from poetry, fiction, and drama. Students are
required to analyze the texts and answer questions about themes, tone, style,
figurative language, and literary devices. The time allotted for this section
is usually 60 minutes.

Free-Response Section

The free-response section includes three essay prompts that require students
to demonstrate their analytical writing skills. These essays often involve:

Analyzing a poetry passage

Interpreting a prose passage

Writing an open-ended essay on a work of literary merit chosen by the
student

Students have 120 minutes to complete this section, which tests their ability
to develop cohesive arguments, support claims with textual evidence, and
employ sophisticated writing techniques.

Scoring and Grading Criteria

The AP Literature and Composition exam is scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5
being the highest possible score. The scoring process combines the results
from the multiple-choice section and the free-response essays.



Multiple-Choice Scoring

Each correct answer in the multiple-choice section earns one point, with no
penalty for incorrect responses. This raw score is then converted to a scaled
score that contributes to the overall exam score.

Free-Response Scoring

Essays are scored by trained readers using a rubric that evaluates thesis
quality, textual support, coherence, and writing mechanics. The essays are
weighted more heavily than the multiple-choice section in determining the
final score. The College Board provides detailed rubrics to ensure
consistency and fairness in grading.

Score Distribution and College Credit

Many colleges grant credit or advanced placement for scores of 3 or higher,
though specific policies vary. A score of 4 or 5 often indicates a strong
mastery of college-level literature and composition skills.

Effective Preparation Strategies

Preparing for the AP Literature and Composition exam requires a strategic
approach that combines content knowledge with skill development. The
following strategies can enhance readiness and confidence.

Consistent Reading of Diverse Literature

Exposure to a wide range of literary genres, periods, and styles is crucial.
Reading classic and contemporary works helps students familiarize themselves
with different narrative techniques and thematic elements commonly tested on
the exam.

Practice with Past Exam Questions

Working through previous multiple-choice questions and essay prompts allows
students to understand the exam format and improve timing. Reviewing sample
responses and scoring guides can also provide insight into what exam graders



expect.

Developing Essay Writing Skills

Regular practice in crafting analytical essays helps students organize their
thoughts and support arguments effectively. Focusing on clear thesis
statements, coherent paragraph structure, and textual evidence is essential.

Utilizing Study Groups and Review Sessions

Collaborative study can facilitate discussion of complex texts and ideas,
improving comprehension and critical thinking. Review sessions led by
teachers or tutors provide targeted feedback and guidance.

Time Management During the Exam

Effective pacing ensures that students have adequate time to answer all
questions and complete essays thoughtfully. Practicing under timed conditions
builds stamina and reduces exam-day anxiety.

Key Literary Skills Tested

The AP Literature and Composition exam evaluates a range of analytical and
interpretive skills essential for literary study and composition.

Close Reading

Students must carefully examine texts to identify key details, literary
devices, and nuanced meanings. Close reading enables deeper understanding and
supports insightful analysis.

Interpretation of Literary Devices

Recognizing the use of metaphor, symbolism, imagery, tone, irony, and other
devices is fundamental. The exam tests students’ ability to explain how these
elements contribute to the overall meaning of a work.



Argument Development

Constructing a clear, coherent argument based on textual evidence is
critical. Essays should present a thesis and develop it logically with
supporting examples.

Writing Style and Mechanics

Effective communication involves proper grammar, varied sentence structure,
and formal academic tone. The exam rewards precise and polished writing.

Recommended Study Resources

A variety of resources are available to support students preparing for the AP
Literature and Composition exam. These materials provide practice
opportunities, content review, and expert guidance.

College Board Official Materials: Past exam questions, scoring
guidelines, and course descriptions.

AP Literature Review Books: Comprehensive guides covering literary
terms, essay strategies, and practice tests.

Online Practice Platforms: Interactive quizzes and timed exams to
simulate test conditions.

Literary Anthologies: Collections of poetry, short stories, and excerpts
for diverse reading practice.

Writing Workshops: Sessions focused on improving essay writing and
critical analysis skills.

Utilizing these resources effectively can enhance understanding and
performance on the exam, ultimately helping students achieve their desired
scores and academic advancement.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the format of the AP Literature and
Composition exam?
The AP Literature and Composition exam consists of two sections: a multiple-
choice section with approximately 55 questions testing reading comprehension
and literary analysis, and a free-response section with three essay prompts
requiring analysis of poetry, prose, and a literary work of your choice.

How is the AP Literature and Composition exam
scored?
The exam is scored on a scale of 1 to 5. Multiple-choice questions are scored
by the number of correct answers, while essays are scored by college board
readers on a scale from 0 to 6. These scores are combined and converted to
the final AP score.

What types of literary works are commonly featured
on the AP Literature exam?
The exam features a variety of literary works including classic and
contemporary poetry, drama, novels, and short stories from different time
periods and cultures to assess students' analytical skills and understanding
of literary techniques.

How should students prepare for the free-response
section of the AP Literature exam?
Students should practice writing clear, concise, and well-organized essays
that analyze literary elements such as theme, character, tone, and symbolism.
Familiarity with a range of literary works and themes, as well as timed
practice essays, can improve performance.

What are effective strategies for the multiple-
choice section of the AP Literature exam?
Effective strategies include reading the passages actively, annotating key
points, eliminating obviously incorrect answer choices, and managing time
efficiently to ensure all questions are answered.

Can students use any literary works of their choice
for the open-ended essay?
Yes, students can choose any literary work they are familiar with for the
open-ended essay, but it is best to select a work they know well and can
analyze deeply to provide strong, specific evidence in their essay.



What skills are most important to succeed in the AP
Literature and Composition exam?
Key skills include critical reading and analysis, understanding of literary
devices and techniques, effective essay writing, time management, and the
ability to support arguments with textual evidence.

Additional Resources
1. “The Norton Anthology of English Literature”
This comprehensive anthology is a staple for AP Literature students, covering
a wide range of English literary works from the Middle Ages to the 20th
century. It provides rich historical context, critical essays, and
annotations that help deepen understanding of complex texts. The anthology is
invaluable for preparing for essay writing and literary analysis on the exam.

2. “How to Read Literature Like a Professor” by Thomas C. Foster
This accessible guide breaks down literary themes, symbols, and archetypes,
making it easier for students to interpret texts critically. Foster’s
engaging style helps demystify literary analysis, which is essential for the
AP Literature exam’s free-response questions. This book encourages readers to
look beyond the surface to find deeper meanings in literature.

3. “AP English Literature & Composition Crash Course” by The Princeton Review
Designed specifically for the AP exam, this concise review book covers key
literary concepts, test-taking strategies, and practice questions. It offers
clear explanations and helpful tips to improve reading comprehension and
essay writing. The book is an efficient resource for last-minute review and
reinforcing essential skills.

4. “The Elements of Style” by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White
A classic guide to writing well, this book is crucial for mastering the
clarity and precision needed in AP Literature essays. Strunk and White
emphasize the importance of grammar, style, and composition fundamentals. Its
straightforward advice helps students craft polished and effective analytical
essays.

5. “Reading Like a Writer” by Francine Prose
This book encourages close reading by focusing on how great writers use
language, structure, and narrative techniques. Prose’s insights help students
develop a deeper appreciation for literary craftsmanship, which is vital for
analytical writing on the AP exam. It fosters an understanding of the
writer’s choices and their effects on readers.

6. “Barron’s AP English Literature and Composition”
A comprehensive study guide featuring detailed reviews of literary terms,
genres, and critical approaches, along with practice tests. Barron’s is well-
known for its thorough content coverage and exam strategies that prepare
students for multiple-choice and essay sections. The book’s practice



materials help build confidence and time management skills.

7. “Shakespeare’s Complete Works”
Since Shakespeare’s plays frequently appear on the AP Literature exam, having
access to his complete works is essential. Reading and analyzing
Shakespearean drama and poetry strengthens students’ understanding of
literary devices, themes, and historical context. Familiarity with his
language and style aids in tackling exam questions involving classical
literature.

8. “Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing” by
X.J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia
This textbook offers a balanced mix of literary selections and instructional
material on literary analysis and composition. It helps students build
foundational skills in interpreting various genres and writing about
literature effectively. The book’s structured approach supports long-term
preparation for the AP Literature exam.

9. “The Art of the Essay: An Anthology of Classic and Contemporary Essays”
This collection showcases exemplary essays that model strong argumentation,
style, and thematic exploration. Studying these essays helps students
understand how to construct persuasive and insightful literary analyses. The
anthology is useful for learning how to organize ideas clearly—an essential
skill for the AP Literature free-response section.
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