AP Biology Strategies for Answering Free Response
Use your time effectively. You have 90 minutes to complete Section 2, which contains four free response essay questions. In precise terms this means that you are to read and interpret, organize data and the supporting information, write an answer in essay format, and proofread an essay (on the average of) every 22.5 minutes. Although you will be given a 10 minute reading period before the 90 minute time period begins, this may still seem impossible. There are several things that you can do to better your chances of using your time effectively.

1. Respond to the Question. Key words in the question should guide your responses.

	If you are asked to: 
	Your essay should: 

	Compare 
	Show similarities between objects, ideas, phenomena, etc. 

	Contrast 
	Show dissimilarities between two objects, ideas, phenomena, etc. 

	Define 
	Provide the accepted definition for a word. The response should be given as a complete sentence. 

	Describe 
	Provide a list of features that characterize objects, ideas, phenomena, etc. 

	Discuss 
	Select a particular viewpoint and support your position with facts, examples, observations, reasoning, and descriptions. 

	Explain 
	Provide a series of well-developed and logical statements which give the reason for or cause of an event or events. 

	List 
	Provide a simple series of words, sentences, or phrases as requested. Enhance clarity by labeling each word, sentence, or phrase with sequential numbers or letters. 

	State 
	In a logical progression, record the facts related to the question. You are not required to provide proof or illustrations. 

	Trace 
	Describe the sequence of the process or the evolutionary development of the concept. 


2. Multiple Subquestions: When you are asked to include several responses in your essay, such as "list, compare, and contrast," respond to each request individually. If you are not asked to integrate your answer, do not do so. Use your time to provide only the information that is requested.

3. Practice: In addition to increasing your information base, responding to practice questions can save you time when you need it most. By using the examples given out in class, class exams, textbook review questions, or questions from an obsolete exam available from ApCentral, you can become familiar with the format and wording of essay questions similar to those used in the AP exam. In each practice experience, look for and respond to the key words listed above.

Five Steps to Follow: Read, Quick Response, Reread, Detailed Response, Reread
One of the most helpful strategies for handling essay questions is a five-step process which involves: reading, a quick response, rereading, a detailed response, and rereading. Most people tend to see what they expect to see. In test-taking, this can be a counterproductive tendency. Many students complete an essay, using up their precious time, only to find that they have answered a question that is different from the one requested on the exam. No matter how well-written the answer, credit is lost when you misinterpret the directional aspects (e.g., key words) of an essay question. In order to minimize that possibility, the following five-step process is recommended.

During the first 3 to 5 minutes:

1. Read the question quickly but do not skim. It may even pay to quickly read every word. Slow down at key words or other directional aspects of the question. You may want to underline or circle important terms.

2. Quick Response: On scrap paper, quickly respond to your first reading of the question in simple terms or short phrases. You may even diagram relationships as they come to you. As you are writing, additional ideas may come to you. Jot those down also. Start to formulate an approach and organization, a logical introduction, body, and closing to the essay.

During the next 15 minutes:

3 . Reread the question. Make sure that you are responding to what is requested. If you have underlined or circled terms, do not disregard the unmarked terms.

4. Detailed Response: Using the question as your guide, incorporate your quick responses (from your scrap paper) into logical and coherent responses. As you write your detailed response, new ideas may come to you. Interrupt your writing for a moment in order to jot these ideas down. Then return to your detailed response. Write in short, declarative sentences. Do not become flowery. If there are multiple subquestions, gauge your time appropriately. Do not spend too much time on one aspect of the response. There are limits to the number of points awarded to any one subresponse. When you are finished with that response, go back to the ideas you jotted down and shape them into responses.

During the last 5 minutes:

5. Reread. Take time to quickly reread the question one more time. You may find that you have left out one or more important subquestions. Quickly proofread your response.

Note: When the time allotted for that essay is over, move on to the next essay no matter how much you feel that a few more minutes would improve the essay that you have just completed. If you have time after completing the other essays, go back to those which you feel you could improve.

Content of the Essay
Each essay should include an introduction, body, examples, and a conclusion. Work from the broad to the specific. On your scrap paper jot down the following:

1. An introductory sentence which will be the beginning of your first paragraph (introduction). This will state your position or the points that you will make. Later you will fill in the paragraph with supporting and clarifying sentences.

2. Several broad points which will later become the first sentence of each paragraph. This makes up the body of the essay.

3. Examples which prove or illustrate the points mentioned previously. These will be placed in a single paragraph or two or placed where appropriate.

4. A closing sentence. This will be the first sentence of the concluding paragraph and will summarize what you first stated in the introduction and continued to say throughout the essay. 

Now begin writing, filling in your paragraphs as you go. Write in short, declarative sentences. If you have trouble stating a sentence clearly, try to break it up into smaller sentences. Watch out for your logic and spelling.

Fear, Panic, Stage Fright
The best antidote for fear of test taking is taking tests. Practice, time yourself on model exams, and as often as possible, face the fear. Deep breathing can sometimes relax some students, but the best treatment for test panic appears to be repeated test taking.

Practice taking exams in an empty classroom after school, so that the classroom setting is no longer uniquely tied to the final test situation. Try to remember that this is an opportunity to gain time and credits rather than a test of your general worthiness. Concentrate on your test-taking strategies. Repeat your three- and five-step strategies and the essay "key word" definitions to yourself as you prepare to take the exam. It is difficult to think of two things at once. By concentrating on those thoughts that are designed to help you, you should find it more difficult to listen to the thoughts that undermine your confidence.

Tips for AP Exam Long Response
1. Read all questions and answer the one you feel the most confident about first. You don't have to answer them in order.

2. Be careful to answer all parts of the question

3. Be careful to answer ONLY the question. Don't waste time adding material which is irrelevant to the question. The reader is unable to give you credit for it. Just doing a brain dump in the hope of getting lucky wastes valuable time

4. As you read the question, underline all verbs as reminders of what you need to do. This will help you avoid omitting parts of the question.

5. Use an outline. It is much faster to scratch out a quick outline and then make quick additions to it rather than making changes to large written paragraphs.

6. Do not waste time rewriting the question as part of your answer. The reader will have a copy.

7. When you think you have completely answered it, go back and reread the question, paying close attention to the underlined words, to be sure.

8. The reader is not your teacher who knows you and can make assumptions about what you know or don't know or about your writing style.

9. Be specific, not vague or verbose. If you don't know something you probably will not receive credit for "padding" your answer. The reader can give credit for only very specific points.

10. Do not use general explanations. Try to refer to specific details in definitions or explanations. Be specific.

11. If you make a mistake, clearly indicate the parts of your answer that you want the reader to ignore.

12. When you use a term in your answer, it is a good idea to include the definition of the term in brackets. Sometimes the definition will be something for which the reader can give credit.

13. Don't overlook the obvious. Sometimes simple facts are worth credit.

14. Do not contradict yourself in the same sentence. If you receive credit for a statement and then contradict it, you will lose the point.

15. Do not confuse or "switch" terms. For example, use 'more rapidly' and 'less rapidly' rather than 'more rapidly' and 'less' or 'more rapidly' and 'slower'.

16. If your answer continues on the following page, indicate "next page" so the reader knows to turn.

17. Even if you think you know nothing about the question, always write something. Come back to the question and give it some thought - you may get a point or two.

18. Write legibly. The reader has probably read hundreds of essays when he gets to yours. You don't want to frustrate him.

Diagrams and pictures are helpful when they support the written material. A picture will not stand by itself. Lists are only useful if the question asks for a list. If the question asks for a description or explanation, a list will not cut it.

20. Do everything you can to make it easier for the reader. Note that this does mean including a bribe!

21. Readers are not looking for specific words or phrases. Don't underline or highlight what you feel are the "key" words that are worth points. You might guess wrong and it just makes your answer harder to read.

