
- A PUBLICATION OF ALBERT.IO -

AP ENGLISH LANGUAGE

The Ultimate Studentôs 
Guide to

AP English Language
and Composition

EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO GET STARTED

*AP® and Advanced Placement® are registered trademarks of the CollegeBoard, 

which was not involved in the production of, and does not endorse, this product.



Ready to get a 5? 

Stop stressing about the AP English Language and 

Composition exam.

Albert has got your back!

With thousands of practice questions, personalized 

statistics, and anytime, anywhere access, Albert helps 

you learn faster and master the difficult concepts you 

are bound to see on test day.

Click below or visit www.albert.io

Start Practicing

https://www.albert.io/ap-english-language/questions?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ap-english-language-ebook
https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/


TABLE OF CONTENTS

8

Introduction

9

About Us

Part I:

How to Approach the 

AP English Language 

and Composition Exam

13

Is AP English Language 

Hard?

22

9 Things You Need to 

Remember about the

AP English Language 

and Composition Exam



TABLE OF CONTENTS

28

11 AP English Language 

Test Taking Strategies

Part II:

Conquering

the Multiple Choice 

Section

36

AP English Language 

Multiple Choice 

Strategies

40

5 Ways to Improve Your 

AP English Language 

and Composition 

Multiple Choice Score



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Part III:

Acing the Free 

Response Questions

47

Understanding the

AP English Language 

Synthesis Rubric

53

How to Ace the

AP English Language 

and Composition 

Synthesis Essay

57

3 AP English Language 

Rhetorical Essay 

Strategies



TABLE OF CONTENTS

62

Understanding the 

Rhetorical Triangle for 

AP English Language

67

Understanding the

AP English Language 

Argument Rubric

Part IV:

Study Tips and Tricks

75

How to Study for

AP English Language 

and Composition



TABLE OF CONTENTS

90

One Month

AP English Language 

and Composition Study 

Guide

101

The Best

AP English Language 

Review Books of 2016

116

The Ultimate

AP English Language 

Reading List

128

The Ultimate List of

AP English Language 

Tips



Introduction

AP English Language and Composition is considered one of the best APs to start a 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ !t ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΦ [ŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΣ ƻƴƭȅ млΦс҈ 
of students earned a 5. To score high, you need to be able to flex your essay-
writing and rhetorical analysis muscles, and also understand what the scorers are 
ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ !t ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ Ŝ.ƻƻƪΦ

IŜǊŜ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǘŜǎǘ ōǊŜŀƪŘƻǿƴǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 
ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳΦ ²ŜΩǾŜ 
also packed in plenty of study guides to help you maximize your test prep time, 
like our Ultimate List of AP English Language Tips.

It features information from the Albert BlogΦ LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
resources, be sure to regularly check the blog and subscribe to hear about our 
new posts. Even as we release this eBook, there are several great human 
ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƎǳƛŘŜǎ ƴŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƎΦ ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ Ǝƻǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ 
of your other APs, your college entrance exams, and even college course work. 

E-mail us at hello@albert.ioif you have any questions, suggestions, or comments!

Last Updated: December 2016
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About Us
What is Albert?

Albert bridges the gap between learning and mastery with interactive content 
written by world-class educators.

We offer: 
ω  ¢Ŝƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ !t-style practice questions in all the major APs

ω  ! ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊōƻŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀƴŘ

compared to others

ω  LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ

ω  !ƴ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ-enabled device

ω  Lƴ-depth personal statistics to track your progress

ω  LƴǘǳƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ

Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Why Educators Love Us

We asked teachers how their students did after using Albert. 

Here is what they had to say:

70% of my students scored 3 or higher. This is up from last year, and is 
also well above the national average. Needless to say, I am very 
happy with my students' success. I used Albert more intentionally this 
year. In the beginning of the year, I wanted students simply to answer 
questions and practice. Once they had 150-200 questions answered, 
we looked for trends, strengths, and weaknesses and worked on 
addressing them. Students were tasked with increasing their answer 
accuracy no matter how many questions it took, then they set their 
own goals (some wanted to focus around tone; others needed 
practice with meaning as a whole).

Bill S., Lapeer High School

My students had an 81.2% passing rate - the previous year was 76% 
(the highest rate in our county)! I am thrilled. I had 64 students total, 
with 6 receiving 5s, 19 scoring 4s, 27 receiving 3s, 10 scored 2s and 2 
received 1s.

Susan M., JP Taravella High

Last year 40% passed with 3s and 4s. This year 87% passed, most had 
4s and 5s. We used the stimulus-based multiple choice questions 
throughout the year and as review for the exam. I think it helped 
tremendously.

Alice P., First Baptist Christian Academy

Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Why Students Love Us

We asked students how they did after using Albert.

Here is what they had to say:

Last year was my first year taking an AP test, and unfortunately I did 
not do as well as I had hoped. The subject had not been my best, and 
that was definitely displayed on my performance. However this year, I 
made a much higher score on my AP test. The previous year had been 
AP World History and I had made a 2. For this year it was AP English 
Language, and I scored a 4. There was a definite jump in my score, 
because Albert pushed me to focus on my weaknesses and form them 
into strengths. 

Charlotte R., Rome High

I scored very well this year ςfour 5s and one 4. Albert helped me get 
used to the types of questions asked on the exam and overall my 
scores were better this year.

Robyn G., Chambersburg Area Senior High School

I scored a 4 on AP Biology, much higher than expected. Albert was an 
effective resource to guide me through AP Biology. Keeping up with it 
consistently all year as I learned the lesson in class was crucial to 
reinforcing my understanding and long-term memorization of Biology. 
After class each day, Albert helped to sink in the ideas that I was 
taught in the morning.

Lily O., Wake Forest High School

Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Part I:

How to Approach the

AP English Language

and Composition Exam



Is AP English Language 

Hard?

Image Source: Flickr

Did you know that you can take some of your time in high school to earn college 
ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎΚ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ 
credit. How does it work? If you take the AP English Language and Composition 
class in high school and pass the corresponding exam, then you can earn credits 
towards your degree. Not only that, but you will be able to improve your English 
language skills too.

13Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Through the AP English class, you will be able to strengthen your writing skills 
while expanding your vocabulary. You will also learn to read more critically. With a 
focus on nonfiction written works, you will explore subjects that you can relate to 
current events or other classwork. Covered materials will include an exploration of 
diverse styles from multiple time periods. A variety of authors will be examined to 
present you with a wider range of composition styles and writing techniques.

As you can see, AP English just builds on the foundation that you have built 
throughout your time in school. It is based on improving your current capabilities 
to reach a college level, especially when creating works of an analytical or 
argumentative style.

Course Overview

TheAP English Language and Compositionprovides an in-depth study of 
particular nonfiction texts. The focus is placed on rhetorical analysis and aims to 
improve your writing skills in the areas of evidence-centered analytic or 
persuasive pieces.

Reading and writing assignments will be designed to work in conjunction. This 
allows the key concepts to be explored from both directions, with the student 
functioning as the reader and the writer throughout the course. Often, the course 
will include the analysis of current events which allows the students to explore 
the sentiment of the time and how argumentative writing functions today.

The examination of historical texts will also be reviewed to understand the core 
issues of the times. Critical analysis will allow you to examine the works based on 
their original context, as well as through the context of today.

Writing assignments will allow you to explore how you structure responses to 
issues or concepts. Exploration of formal writing styles will be included, as well as 
an introduction to various nonfiction genres. The impact of word choice when 
conveying a perspective will be examined including how individual selections 
increase or decrease the overall effectiveness of the piece.

14Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Academic Challenges in AP English Language

9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩǎ 
difficulty resides in the reading level required. You will need to be able to employ 
critical thinking skills to answer fundamental questions regarding the composition 
of specified works. Further, you will have to be able to integrate the concepts 
behind these core questions into your written works.

While there are no prerequisites for participating in an AP English Language 
course, certain previous experience will make it less challenging. Having a 
background in rhetorical analysis and formal argument structures will serve as a 
foundation for the course. Often, these concepts are introduced before a student 
reaching high school, so you are likely to have the necessary understandings to 
perform well.

There are no prescribed texts for the course which mean that the texts AP English 
reviews are not standardized for all students. While you may focus on certain 
written works, those taking the course in a different school may work with other 
pieces of text. However, the CollegeBoard does recommend that teachers choose 
ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ 
selected works should spark discussions regarding multiple potential points of 
view and their associated stances.

Based on the recommended six to eight hours of activity being dedicated to the 
subject on a weekly basis, you will likely have a substantial amount of homework. 
If you have a heavy course load, this could make the class more challenging due to 
the time expectations.

15Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

By the Numbers

All AP exams are based on a standard scoring system. The scores can range from 
one to five, with one being the lowest score and five being the highest score 
available. A minimum score of 3 is required to qualify for college credit at most 
accredited educational institutions.

The most recentCollegeBoard report, based on data from the year 2013, shows 
the success rate of students who took the AP English Language and Composition 
exam as 57.6 percent. Here is the breakdown of the passing scores:

16Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io

Score Percentage

3 29

4 18.8

5 9.8

Based on the most common progression through English courses in high school, 
the majority of test-takers are in their junior year. This is the point in your 
education where you will have enough exposure to understand the more 
advanced concepts, allowing you a higher chance of success than in previous 
years. Some students attempt the test as sophomores and seniors, though this is 
less common.

https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/
http://media.collegeboard.com/digitalServices/pdf/ap/rtn/10th-annual/10th-annual-ap-report-subject-supplement-english-language-and-composition.pdf
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Exam Structure

The CollegeBoard has standardized thestructure of the AP English exam. Section I 
is multiple choice and accounts for 45 percent of the total exam score. You are 
given one hour to complete this section and are presented with anywhere from 52 
to 55 questions. Many of the questions are accompanied by excerpts from 
selected nonfiction works. This allows you to refer to the piece while responding 
to all related questions.

Section II focuses on your writing ability. There will be three free-response 
questions, also referred to as essay questions. You will be given two hours and 15 
minutes to complete this section. 15 minutes of that time is a dedicated reading 
period. Your responses in this section will be considered to calculate 55 percent of 
your total exam score.

The writing section focuses on three key composition areas: synthesis, rhetorical 
analysis, and argument. You will be expected to read multiple passages and refer 
to the texts to form a single, cohesive argument for your thesis. You will also 
ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƴƻƴŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
overall meaning of the piece. Finally, you will be expected to craft a written 
argument, with supporting evidence, in response to a specified topic.

The trickiest part about the free-response section is that you must allocate your 
time appropriately between the three questions. Here is a technique that gives 
you the best chance of creating quality responses:

1. Read all of the questions at least once.
нΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΦ
3. Start with the piece that seems the easiest to you and work until it is

completed.
4. Go to the second easiest piece and finish it.
5. Leave the most challenging piece until the end.

IŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ƘŜƭǇǎ ȅƻǳ ōǳƛƭŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōȅ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
area in which you are most comfortable.

17Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Additionally, you will likely finish this one quickly in comparison to the others. The 
second piece may be more challenging, but you are more apt to leave a quality 
answer than with the third section. Since the most difficult part is the last, you can 
use all of your remaining time to work on that essay. You may even have more 
time than you would have initially assumed if you finished the other two pieces 
faster than you anticipated.

Content

The AP English review will focus on nonfiction works written in a variety of styles. 
The features texts can include works across multiple eras as well as a wide 
selection of topics. The focus will be on critical thinking in regards to how certain 
features of the texts affect the tone and effectiveness of the work.

The reading and writing assignments are designed to advance your vocabulary 
and writing skills. It will promote a college-level understanding of the use of 
language in analytical and research-based works with or without an 
argumentative tone.

Group discussion may be encouraged to examine works from multiple points-of-
view. Further, you may be given assignments designed to challenge another 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ-of-view on a subject, similar to staging a debate.

Skills Required

If you want to flourish in AP English, you will need a suitable reading and writing 
level for the associated work. Often, this includes an advanced vocabulary and a 
solid understanding of the structures of selected written works.

Analytical and critical thinking skills are also essential, as well as the ability to back 
arguments with facts. Knowledge of current events can be helpful in crafting 
arguments based on current sentiment.

18Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Is AP English Language Worth it?

One of the benefits of taking AP English courses is that you will be better prepared 
for the demands of college. Not only will you be introduced to college-level 
concepts, but you will have the opportunity to build upon them.

Were you hoping for more? Well, here is the best part. By completing the AP 
English Language and Composition course, you will be prepared to take the 
corresponding AP exam. If you score a 3 or better on the exam, you can qualify for 
college credit. Not only does this help you reach your goals of earning a degree, it 
can also save you time and money.

How does it save time? It saves time because it means you will not have to attend 
that class to graduate. In most cases, introductory English language and 
composition courses are required for all students. This is true whether you are 
majoring in English or Zoology. By passing the exam, it is one less class you have to 
take to earn your degree.

Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ǎŀǾŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΚ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 
attend. Instead, you get credit in the class based on your score, and it goes on 
your official transcript. This means the credits also transfer if you change schools 
down the road. Taking an AP exam is much cheaper than paying for a college 
course so that you can keep the difference.

If you have an interest in language and writing in general, you will be able to 
explore new concepts to expand your understanding of the subject. You will be 
able to improve the quality of your writing and learn to read more critically. You 
may even find yourself more adept at creating evidence-backed arguments and 
better prepared for persuasive writing.

19Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Now, for those who are focusing on English as a major, taking AP English courses 
can help you create a more solid foundation before you head to college. For those 
who major in anything else, you may find research papers easier to write. The 
analytical writing techniques can be applied to the majority of written 
assignments in college, regardless of the subject. High-quality papers lead to 
ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƎǊŀŘŜǎΦ !ƴŘ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ƎƻƻŘ ƎǊŀŘŜǎΚ

LŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ 
topics. You will be able to put your analytical skills to work while reviewing the 
concerns that face us today. This can help you further your understanding of 
challenges across the country, and across the globe.

During your studies, you will also be introduced to historical topics through a 
selection of nonfiction texts. This can help provide a deeper understanding of the 
sentiment of the time, and provide context for past events. It may even help you 
excel in your history classes.

Even if you think AP English Language and Composition sounds difficult, it can 
certainly be worth the effort. You may be able to earn college credit, saving you 
time and money when you pursue your degree, and can learn skills that can help 
you in all of your future coursework. That sounds like a good deal to me.
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Is AP English Language Hard? Cont.

Next Steps

If taking the AP English Language class sounds like the right move to you, you will 
want to sign up for the class. You can speak with your administrator or guidance 
counselor to see if you can attend the class. Even though the CollegeBoard lists no 
prerequisites that do not mean your school does not have minimum standards to 
qualify.

While most schools offer the class, smaller institutions may not have the ability to 
do so. This can be due to a lack in the number of available teachers as well as low 
interest in the subject among students. If that is the case, speak with 
administrators and English teachers to see if a self-study course may be 
appropriate. They may be able to create a custom AP English study guide to help 
you properly direct your efforts.

In cases where taking a course is not an option, you can still take the exam. While 
this may be a challenging approach, you can work on your own to cover the 
material. Additionally,scoring guidelines for free-response questionsare 
available. This allows you to write practice essays and review them in the same 
way the exams are scored. Not only can this help you become comfortable with 
the format, but it also allows you to train yourself to draft responses with the 
highest score in mind.

!ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ 
move? You can advance your writing skills in a way that can benefit all of your 
future coursework and earn college credits before leaving high school. Not only 
that, but you can save yourself money by lowering the total amount of tuition it 
ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜΦ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭΚ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ 
Řƻ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ōŀŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 
be earning college credit now. Schedule your class today.
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As with any test, the AP English Language and Composition exam has certain 
quirks that you need to be prepared for before you walk in the door. In the heat of 
ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ǎƻ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ 
a list of things for you to keep in mind when taking the AP English test. Read 
carefully, and feel free to ask any questions in the comments, or tell us what you 
think should be added to this list.
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1. Graders are Looking for Precise Diction.

²ŜΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭƛƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άϷмл ǿƻǊŘǎέ ςǎǳǊŜƭȅ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜǎΚ LŦ ȅƻǳ 
ŦŜŜƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƻǳǘƭŀƴŘƛǎƘΣ ΨǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅΩ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜƭŀȄΦ 
According to theAP English Language and Composition Rubric, to get a nine, an 
Ŝǎǎŀȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ άǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǿƻǊŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ςwhat the graders want from 
you is precise diction. If that means you pull out a fifteen syllable word, fine, but if 
ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ǎƛƭƭȅΦ

2. Have a Strategy in Place for Roman Numeral Questions.

Roman numeral questions are very common on the AP Language exam. These 
questions will list three to four elements and ask you to decide which of them an 
author uses a certain way. The following example can be found in theAP Language 
and Composition Course Description, which is a great source for free practice 
material:

The speaker gives explicit symbolic significance to which of the following?

LΦ ¢ƘŜ άJasminΩΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ
LLΦ ¢ƘŜ άaȅǊǘƭŜΩΩ όƭƛƴŜ пύ
LLLΦ ¢ƘŜ άǎǘŀǊΩΩ όƭƛƴŜ тύ
L±Φ ¢ƘŜ ά{ŜŀΩΩ όƭƛƴŜ ммύ

(a) I and II only
(b) III and IV only
(c) I, II, and III only
(d) I, II, and IV only
όŜύ LΣ LLΣ LLLΣ ŀƴŘ L±έ
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When approaching these questions, first find a numeral you know should not be 
in the list. If you know that the Sea is not given symbolic significance, you can 
immediately eliminate (b), (d), and (e). From there, it is as simple as deciding 
whether or not the star is given symbolic significance. You never even have to 
think about the Jasmin or Myrtle, saving you time and simplifying the question.

3. You Will be Graded Heavily on your Thesis.

The most important part of any of your essays is your thesis. A weak thesis is an 
automatically lower score. Whatever method you chose, be sure to incorporate a 
main idea, supports, and a tie-ƛƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƛŘŜŀΦ hƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƳŀƪŜ 
ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ȅƻǳ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ŀ 
conclusion!

4. The Golden Rule of the Synthesis Essay.

As with the document based questions of the history world, the golden rule for 
how many sources to include in your synthesis essay is one half plus one. So, if 
you have six sources, use four. If you can incorporate even more ςso long as you 
stay focused on your main goal ςyou will be better off. The graders want to see 
Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜƳΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ 
be afraid to refer to a source that disagrees with you. Counterarguments increase 
your credibility.

5. Two Words: Rhetorical Strategies.

You know all of those pesky rhetorical devices your teacher is drilling into your 
ƘŜŀŘΚ LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŜǾŜǊ ǎǘǳŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ Ǉǳƭƭ ǳǇ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ 
you know how to spot them, as well as how to use them.
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Take for example the following question, pulled from theAP English Language and 
Composition Course Description:

άLƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƛƳŜǎΩΩ όƭƛƴŜǎ руς63), the speaker employs 
all of the following except

(a) concrete diction
(b) parallel syntax
(c) simile
(d) understatement
όŜύ ƻƴƻƳŀǘƻǇƻŜƛŀέ

This type of question is very common, and it forces you to go back to the passage 
listed and look for all five of those devices. If you can do this quickly and correctly, 
you will improve your score. Understanding the effects of rhetorical devices also 
helps you to elevate your own writing by using them in your essays.

6. You Will be Expected to Have Outside Sources.

In your AP English Language and Composition review, take a moment to think 
about what you know well enough to apply to different situations. You will need 
the mental list you create when tackling the argumentative essay.

LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ōȅ ŀ Ŏŀƴƻƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜƭƭΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ƭǳŎƪΦ LŦ 
ƴƻǘΣ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŜƭǎŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŀōƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘΦ /ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǎǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ 
Supreme Court Case in the last century? Do you have every song by the Beatles 
memorized? Have you aced every AP Bio test this semester? Create a small list of 
what you know best, think about the different ways you could analyze each item, 
ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘΦ
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7. You Will be Tested on Footnotes and Citations.

When reading through your multiple choice passages, mark any footnote and 
citation. Before you continue, think about what purpose it serves. The AP 
Language exam never fails to include questions about footnotes and citations that 
many students struggle with because they were not expecting them. If you notice 
them as you read, however, you will be more prepared to answer these questions.

8. Go Beyond the Obvious in your Analysis.

One of the things graders look for in a high-scoring analysis essay is well-
developed, meaningful analysis. Take, for example, thestudent responses2A and 
2C released for the AP English Language and Composition 2014 analysis essay.

The prompt, which can be foundhere, asked students to analyze what methods 
Abigail Adams used in a letter to her son, John Quincy Adams, in order to advise 
him. The student who wrote 2A was given a score of 8, while 2C was given a 3.

For our purposes, we will be looking at how each student analyzed the guilt that 
Adams employed to manipulate her son. Both samples touch on this subject, but 
the complexity of 2A does so more fully than 2C.

One way you can incorporate the complexity of 2A into your essays is to use 
multiple textual examples for each point you make. This student listed off 
metaphors, allusions, backhanded compliments, and a motherly tone as ways 
!ŘŀƳǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ƎǳƛƭǘΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ 
intended effect. The first student clearly stated that John was intended to feel 
ƎǳƛƭǘȅΣ άŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΣέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ 
ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ άƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǾŀƎǳŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ 
ǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘ н/Ωǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ н! ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴŜŘ ƛǘǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΦ
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9. When in Doubt, Fill it Out!

You are going to have one hour to complete 52-55 questions. Unlike the SAT, the 
AP English Language and Composition exam will not dock you for missed 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
eliminate the answers you know are wrong, and guess from there.

There will be 4 to 5 reading passages on the test that all of your questions will be 
based on. If you are having trouble getting through a passage, skip it and come 
ōŀŎƪ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ CƻǊ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ 
the passages that you best understand, maximizing the questions you get right.

Conclusion:

The best way to review for the AP English Language and Composition test is to 
familiarize yourself with the format and study up on the details you know they will 
ask for. If you keep these nine points in mind as you prepare and as you take the 
ǘŜǎǘΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ Ǉŀǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƻǊǎΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ 
questions or anything to add, feel free to tell us in the comments!
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Image Source: Flickr

The AP English Language exam contains three essays and a multiple choice 
section. While some would say that it is impossible to prepare completely for this 
exam, there are easy-to-implement strategies that can raise your score. Listed 
below are eleven valuable test taking strategies for both the essays and the 
multiple choice questions.
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The AP English Language Free Response Questions

1. Understand Before Undertaking

Always read and fully understand the text before you begin your essay or you 
chose an answer. During the free response questions the students often rush 
through reading of the texts given in order to quickly formulate an answer or 
thesis. This results predominantly in a superficial reading, or even a misreading, of 
the text. For this reason, it is important to take the fifteen minutes given in order 
to fully read, comprehend, and process the deeper meanings within the text.

2. Quality Over Quantity

Lƴ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜȄŀƳΩǎ ŦǊŜŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ όCwvǎύΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ 
support your argument. A strategy to do this is to incorporate supporting details; 
however, this strategy is specifically to choose supporting details that you can 
elaborate on. Too many details that are not as supportive to your argument will 
actually hurt that argument.

For example, if you over quote in your essay, then the question must be asked: 
does this student know what they are talking about or are they just piecing 
ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΚ

Instead, the best strategy is to pick out three supporting details that you can focus 
on and develop. This will show the AP English Language exam readers that you 
know how to appropriately utilize your information and can develop that 
argument. Since there are three essays that you have to argue your point for, this 
tip could vastly improve your score.
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3. Write Outlines

Yes, the AP English Language exam is timed, but this strategy of writing outlines 
can save you time in the long run. An outline for the essay forces you to make a 
plan that organizes your thoughts and gives your essay a natural progression. By 
utilizing this technique, your essays will have better flow, unity, and more 
uniformity than a student making it up as he or she goes.

So while every minute of the AP English Language exam is precious, setting aside 
five to ten minutes to outline will help you formulate your ideas and churn out a 
great group of essays.

4. Do Not Summarize the Sources

During the synthesis essay of the AP English Language exam it is important to use 
the sources in front of you for material. This does not mean that you should 
simply summarize the texts in your essay. This strategy is all about utilizing short 
quotations and paraphrasing. The reader does not need the entire text 
summarized; the reader has already read the supporting texts.

By summarizing the texts, or giving unnecessary context, the reader will have 
trouble finding your argument, making your essay less clear overall. So be sure to 
explain why the source is important to your argument, but do not summarize.

5. A Quick Introduction

As the free response questions are timed, a great strategy to use is to have quick 
introductions that get right to the thesis, or argument. This will minimize unclear 
introductions that will confuse the reader. Get right to your point and start 
supporting it. This is especially useful if you have trouble beginning an essay of 
any kind. By writing down your thesis and quickly getting to the point, then you do 
not have to spend lots of time choosing exactly how you should construct it. Here 
simplicity is king.
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6. Write the Introduction Last

If you are still struggling with writing the introduction, then you can leave a few 
lines blank at the top of your essay and jump right into the body. This will allow 
you to write your essay without stopping to change your introduction, because 
sometimes your ideas may change as you write the paper. When you return to 
those blank lines at the top you just have to quickly introduce everything you just 
wrote and jot down your thesis.

By waiting until you have constructed the body of your essay, you understand your 
essay much better than at the beginning. There is, however, some danger in doing 
this. If you do not keep track of your time, then you may end up with a paper 
without an introduction. This may not be that big of a deal unless you have not 
written your thesis statement anywhere else in the paper, because your argument 
should be stated clearly.

7. Do Not Define Terms for the Reader

Your readers are highly trained examiners that know what rhetorical devices are. 
Because of this, you do not need to define the terms that you are using, no matter 
how abstract or complicated they are.

A strategy to follow with terms you use in the AP English Language essays is to use 
the term, explain how that term is used by the author, and explain why it is 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ .ȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ȅƻǳ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀ 
more sophisticated, analytical look at the texts or prompt.

8. Avoid Clichés

We are all guilty of using clichés, but they do not belong in your AP English 
Language exam. When crafting your essay, or revising at the last minute, comb 
your writing for overused, tired phrases. They make your argument seem tired as 
well.
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If you have a habit of using clichés, then a great strategy for you is to change a 
cliché to make it fresh and tailor it to the argument. This will give clarity to your 
point, and it will make your paper stand out. Be sure to avoid strange alterations 
of clichés that do not relate to your paper. These will lose points.

Strategies for the AP English Language Multiple Choice Section

The multiple choice section is 52-54 questions that make up 45% of your overall 
score. There are strategies that will greatly increase your ability to excel on 
multiple choice exams; however, the best strategy is to practice frequently. Taking 
practice tests months before the AP English Language exam will get your brain 
ready and help you to train yourself how to think.

9. The Art of Guessing

The AP English Language exam is not an easy exam; therefore, there will be a few 
questions that you will have no idea how to answer. Because the AP English exam 
does not take away points for a missed answer, you are advised to guess. A 
strategy to guess well is to eliminate any choices that seem completely wrong.

Usually there will be two choices that look possible and two that do not, so 
narrow it down to those two. With these two choices in mind, read the passage 
again. This will focus your mind on comparing the two choices and help you reach 
a conclusion. Although, do not debate with yourself for too long. This is a timed 
test after all!

10. Managing Time

In any timed test, time management is important. In the AP English Language 
exam, you must be careful and cognizant of where you stand in your booklet and 
in time. A great way to do this is to look up at the clock after every five questions 
that you answer.
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This will keep you on track and allow yourself to keep a steady pace. You will need 
to continually change your pace as you work in order to overcome the longer 
questions that contain prose, but if you do not zone out or get stuck on a 
question, then you will do great.

11. Read the Questions First, Not the Answers

An age old-trick is to read the multiple choice questions and answers before you 
do the reading. This can be helpful in some instances, but the AP English Language 
exam has answers that are made to trick you. Because of this, you will want to 
read the questions first to focus your thinking, but do not read the answers until 
you have read the text.

This allows your thinking to be unpolluted by the choices, and you do not 
convince yourself that an incorrect answer is correct.

Key Takeaways

So on test day be sure to keep calm and follow these strategies. You have 
prepared well and you will do great, especially if you keep in mind that the AP 
English Language exam is graded depending on how your peers do as well. 
Therefore, by reading this article you already have a leg up on them! Just 
remember to read critically, quote when needed and not more, use your outline, 
stop yourself from summarizing the sources, write a quick introduction last, avoid 
clichés as well as defining terms for the reader, eliminate answer choices, manage 
your time well, and always read the questions first. If you do all of these, then you 
will do fine.

References:
College Board Course Details and Information
AP Central Exam Tips
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The multiple choice section of the AP English Language and Composition Exam, 
which counts for 45% of your overall score on this AP Exam, consists of 52-54 
questions centered around 5-7 passages (between 5 and 15 multiple choice 
questions per passage). Although multiple choice questions intimidate some 
students and seem very easy to others, every student should practice a good deal 
for the AP English Language multiple choice section, because knowing the 
material and the types of questions the examiners will ask will improve your score 
more than anything else you can do. That being said, here are some strategies to 
keep in mind whenever practicing and when finally taking the test!
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1. Decide Well in Advance Whether to Read the Questions or the 
Passages First.

When practicing questions like those you will see in the AP English Language 
multiple choice section, whether in class or at home, try reading all the questions 
associated with a particular passage before reading the passage itself. Some 
students find this very helpful in clarifying the meaning of the passage and in that 
it tells them in advance what they need to look for. However, other students find it 
disorienting or distracting.

There is no right or wrong way to take the test; you need to find what makes you 
most comfortable and produces the best results. Take a few AP-style tests during 
which you read the passages first and then read the questions first while taking 
the next few. Think about your feelings during each test and/or compare the 
scores from the two groups. Get this done well before you take the exam so you 
can keep practicing with your preferred strategy and use it during the test.

нΦ 5hbΩ¢ CŜŜƭ hōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ 5ƻ ǘƘŜ ¢Ŝǎǘ ƛƴ hǊŘŜǊΦ

There is no rule saying that you have to start with the first question and end with 
the last, and the questions and passages that make up the AP English Language 
multiple choice section do not get progressively easier or harder. Rather, easy, 
medium, and hard questions are sprinkled randomly throughout, and the 
difficulty each student will have with each passage often has more to do with his 
ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭŜ άŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƭŜǾŜƭΦέ

!ƭƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǎŎŀƴ 
through the test, skimming passages and/or questions, before setting pencil to 
paper ςthat way, you can start with the easiest questions or the passages that 
interest you most and get them out of the way before those that will take more 
time. This will boost your confidence (as you see correct answers piling up) and 
keep you from missing out on easy points because of time constraints.
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LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎŎŀƴΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƳŀǊƪ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ 
a while as you come across them, then skip them and come back later. Again, all 
the questions are worth the same number of points, and because there are up to 
54 questions to be answered in an hour, you have only a little over a minute for 
ŜŀŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƻƴŜ ŘƻƻȊȅ ŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ Ƴƛǎǎ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻǊ ŦƻǳǊ Ŝŀǎȅ 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǇƻƛƴǘǎΗ

3. Use Everything at Your Disposal.

This tip applies both to practicing and to the test, but in different ways.

When studying for the AP English Language multiple choice section, use websites 
and blogs like this one, AP prep guides (especially ones with sample questions), 
and any other study help you can think of. Try out every new strategy you find, 
even if it feels silly, for at least a few questions to see if it works for you.

When taking the AP English Language Exam, use context clues from the passages 
to help you with more difficult questions ςthis means reading the whole sentence 
a question is concerned with, and even the sentence around it, to help make 
things clearer. Sometimes, even other questions will contain hints or jog your 
memory!

пΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ DǳŜǎǎ ²ƛƭŘƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ¢Ƙƛƴƪ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ DƛǾŜ ¸ƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŜ .Ŝǎǘ 
Chance.

We all know how the process of elimination works ςthis strategy works very well 
ƘŜǊŜΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŎƭǳŜǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ 
probably be able to eliminate at least a few choices from each of the tough 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΣ ǎƪƛǇ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ςmaybe 
leave it entirely blank, as the test is scored on the number of correct answers, not 
the number of questions you try to answer. However, if you have a 50/50 chance, 
guessing is perfectly okay ςyou stand to gain plenty, and the risk is less serious 
now that there is no additional penalty for guessing.

38Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io

https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/
mailto:schools@albert.io?subject=%5BInquiry%5D%20Albert%20School%20License


AP English Language Multiple Choice

Strategies Cont.

5. Breathe Easy.

Nervousness often gets in the way on major tests, even for fairly confident 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻǿƴΗ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǎǘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ 
permanently decide your path in life. Besides, if you keep practicing and using 
every resource you have at your disposal, you can do really well ςand rationalize 
ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŜŀǊǎΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎΤ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 
feeling your way through the test and staying calm too. Good luck!
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aǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΥ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƭƻǾŜ ƛǘ ƻǊ ƘŀǘŜ ƛǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ 
with on the AP English Language and Composition test. For some, the multiple 
choice section is the easiest, but for others, we would rather write our own 
ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǇƛŎƪ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŦƛǾŜΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
five tips are helpful in tackling multiple choice.
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1. Know the Categories.

The AP English Language and Composition multiple choice is split into five 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΥ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ 
idea, organization and structure, and rhetorical modes.

Knowing the categories can help you in two ways. Firstly, it will cut down the time 
you would otherwise spend trying to comprehend each question. It can also help 
you approach the test in a systematic way, knocking out the questions you know 
will be easy first. All you have to do is figure out which of the AP Language 
multiple choice categories you are best at answering.

A great way to know which questions fall into which categories is to study a list of 
questions stems, such asthis one. You will also want to study with real questions, 
so that you get used to categorizing them as you go. We have a variety of 
questions that you can use in your AP English practicehere.

2. Do Whatever It Takes to Understand the Passages.

When you take the AP English Language and Composition multiple choice, each 
question will correspond to a passage. There will be four to five passages, and 
understanding them is vital to understanding the questions.

Find what it takes for you to be engaged in the passage. Try underlining words, or 
mouthing them as you read. Actively look for the main idea, and circle any 
rhetorical devices that pop out at you. Doing this will prep your mind for the 
questions to come, and it will keep you from being distracted or bored while you 
read.
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оΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ wŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ CƛǊǎǘΗ

Now, we realize that some people rely on reading the questions before the 
ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƘŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀǎǘ 
rule. We are, however, going to advise against it on the AP Language exam.

IŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΥ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 
choice section is structured, the most important thing for you to do is to 
understand what the author is saying and how they say it. Typically, previewing 
the questions benefits you by allowing you to focus on what the questions ask, 
but for this test you need to understand the passage as a whole before you attack 
the questions because most of them deal heavily with the overall theme of the 
work. You can always go back and find the details, but if you miss the main idea, 
you miss everything.

!ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
reading the questions first, but at least try it on a couple practice AP English 
Language multiple choice tests and see if the method works for you.

4. Know Your Citations.

Every year, the AP English Language and Composition exam includes questions 
over citations that many students miss because they are unfamiliar with the 
format. We encourage you to learn MLA, APA, and Chicago Style citations well 
enough to be able to analyze them.
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Take for example this question, available in theAP Language and Composition 
Course Description.

άрнΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ п ƛǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ пф

(a) has been attributed to three different designers
(b) was first cited in 1918
(c) was the inspiration for an exhibit at The Brooklyn Museum
(d) is in an article inThe Machine Age in America 1918ς1941written by

Harry N. Abrams, Inc.
(e) appears in a book written by Wilson, Pilgrim, and Tashjian and published
ƛƴ мфусέ

The footnote in question is as follows:

άwƛŎƘŀǊŘ Dǳȅ ²ƛƭǎƻƴΣ 5ƛŀƴƴŜ IΦ tƛƭƎǊƛƳΣ 5ƛŎƪǊŀƴ ¢ŀǎƘƧƛŀƴΣThe Machine Age in 
America 1918ς1941(New York: The Brooklyn Museum in association with Harry N. 
!ōǊŀƳǎΣ LƴŎΦΣ мфусύΣ ǇΦ урΦέ

If you are unfamiliar with citations it may be difficult to decipher this question, but 
a basic knowledge of Chicago Style makes it obvious that the answer must be 
E.The Purdue Online Writing Labis a great tool to learn about citations.

5. Be on the Lookout for Decoys and Made up Words.

It is not rare to be caught between two answers on the AP Language and 
Composition multiple choice that both seem correct. If you encounter that 
problem, chances are one of the answers is a decoy. Decoys are written so that 
they are almost correct, but for one small error.
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One sign that an answer may be a decoy is an absolute statement. After all, there 
are exceptions to almost every rule. If the answer uses words such as always, 
never, or every, it is unlikely to be correct. If you can think of a single case that 
proves an answer wrong, then the entire answer is wrong. Furthermore, if there 
are two answers that are almost identical, but one is more specific than the other, 
it is probably the correct answer.

When it comes to questions about rhetoric, remember that sometimes the AP 
English writers will make up words to throw students off. If you have been paying 
attention in class and studying diligently, you can probably assume that a term 
ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇΦ

Conclusion:

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
easy to be overwhelmed. If you keep these tips in mind, both in your practice and 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǘŜǎǘΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΦ !ǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅ ǘƛǇǎ 
ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΚ LŦ ǎƻΣ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
comments!

44Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io

https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/
mailto:schools@albert.io?subject=%5BInquiry%5D%20Albert%20School%20License


Ready to get a 5? 

Stop stressing about the AP English Language and 

Composition exam.

Albert has got your back!

With thousands of practice questions, personalized 

statistics, and anytime, anywhere access, Albert helps 

you learn faster and master the difficult concepts you 

are bound to see on test day.

Click below or visit www.albert.io

Start Practicing

https://www.albert.io/ap-english-language/questions?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ap-english-language-ebook
https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/


Part III:

Acing the Free Response 

Questions



Understanding the

AP English Language 

Synthesis Rubric

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons

What is the AP English Language Synthesis Essay?

The AP English Language synthesis essay reveals that in fifty-five minutes you can 
create a cohesive paper with a stance that incorporates at least three sources. You 
must be able to both understand the material given by reading critically as well as 
crafting a supported argument from the sources.
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The AP English Language synthesis rubric is a nine point system which determines 
your score on the synthesis essay. A nine is the highest score and a zero is the 
lowest score. Four elements of the synthesis essay make up this numbered score. 
¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ 
ƛƴ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛȊƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ 
command of the language, or prose.

¢ƘŜ ²ǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ !ōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ¢ŀƪŜ ŀ tƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ

When writing the synthesis essay you are expected to take a position, or a stance, 
on a topic. This means that you must read the given sources and formulate your 
opinion based on the information. By doing this you will form a thesis statement 
and show that you can prove a point.

A great example of taking a stance is from one student sample in 2005. This, as 
well as the other essays that will be examined, are from a prompt that asked the 
students how the media has affected the presidency and democracy in the United 
States. The students must utilize at least three sources in their arguments. Please 
feel free to read the full essaysherefor better understanding. This student claims, 
ά¢ƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǾƻǘŜǊ 
population and by doing so, has created a new sort of identity for the president 
ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ŀƴŘ 
presenting it in a thesis statement. This statement outlines the rest of the essay as 
well, making this a vital part of theAP English Language synthesis essay rubric. A 
student that does not take a position will not score well on the synthesis essay. 
hƴŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¢± Ƙŀǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΦέ IŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ 
president was affected needs to be addressed. This is not an arguable statement; 
therefore, there is no stance taken here. By doing this, the highest score that you 
will be able to earn is a 2.
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Understanding the AP English Language

Synthesis Rubric Cont.

The Synthesizing

The AP English Language synthesis essay rubric also includes your ability to 
synthesize the information that you are given. The student must bring together at 
least three sources and his or her argument in order to receive a high score. These 
sources must not be merely summarized, but they must also be analyzed and 
utilized as a point of support within your argument.

One student example of great synthesizing is thisessaysample where the student 
ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ά[ȅƴŘƻƴ .Φ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎŜŘ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ άΩƎǊŜŀǘ 
ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƭǎΩ όǎƻǳǊŎŜ 9ύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘƛǎ 
Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǉǳƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΣ ƴŀƳŜǎ 
the source, and relates it back to his or her argument. This is effective in showing 
the examiners that the student knows how to properly synthesize his or her 
arguments.

This student effectively brings together his or her ideas and the ideas expressed in 
the source by taking small quotes and paraphrasing. This shows sophistication in 
writing, which will earn you a higher score.

Without this sophistication of integrating sources effectively, you cannot expect to 
get any higher than a 3 on the synthesis essay. A student who does this synthesis 
ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ 
ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦŦΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 
does not cite this source, showing a lack in proficiency. This student will not score 
well.
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Understanding the AP English Language

Synthesis Rubric Cont.

The Effectiveness of the Argument

The third component of the synthesis essay rubric covers the effectiveness of the 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
argument; however, ones that the College Board focuses on are use of rhetorical 
devices. Some examples of rhetorical devices that are most recommended are 
ethos and logos. Through these elements that roughly translate into ethics and 
logic, the student can elevate his or herscores.

An example of ethos, or ethics, is the student properly citing the sources to build 
his or her credibility.One studentǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άΩLƴ мфсу [ȅƴŘƻƴ .Φ 
WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳ όǎƻǳǊŎŜ 9ύΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
ǘƘŀǘΧέ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ŎƛǘŜŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ 
got it. This builds on the effectiveness of the argument that is trying to be made.

An example of logos is a student that utilizes inductive or deductive reasoning in 
order to draw conclusions from the sources. This will strengthen the argument by 
increasing the support and linking sources logically together. This shows great 
synthesis as well as the ability to fortify an argument.

When astudent does not support his or her argument well, this will cause the 
student to receive a score of a four. This is because sufficient support is needed 
for any claim to be made. Without a foundation to hold up the argument, your 
claim is useless.
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Understanding the AP English Language

Synthesis Rubric Cont.

Command of the Language

¢ƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǊǳōǊƛŎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ 
ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ 
proficiency and persuasion with the language.

A great example of displaying proficiency is having grammar that is 
understandable to the reader. Utilizing proper grammar allows the student to 
appear more intelligent and dedicated to the exam. Grammar and mechanics are 
important, because if there are a multitude of glaring errors that distract from the 
argument, then the highest score possible is a two. It would be horrible to have an 
amazing argument and essay but receive a 2 because of grammar and mechanics.

An example of astudent paperwith errors that would lead to receiving a 2 is, 
ά5ŜƳŎǊŀǎȅ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŀƴǘǎΦ bŜŜŘ ŘŜƳŎǊŀǎȅ ŦƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΦέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ 
sentences make some sense, but the fragment and the spelling mistakes are 
glaring and annoying to read. This will make exam graders label this essay with a 
2.

Utilizing the language for persuasive purposes will enhance your argument as 
well, leading to a higher score. An example of a technique that can be used is 
parallelism. Parallel structure is utilizing the rhythmic structure of words to be 
ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜΦ !ƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎΣ ά5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ 
ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘΣ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
language, and when examiners see this they will reward the student with an extra 
point.

51Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io

https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/
http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/repository/samplescoringguidelin_51461.pdf
mailto:schools@albert.io?subject=%5BInquiry%5D%20Albert%20School%20License


Understanding the AP English Language

Synthesis Rubric Cont.

How to Cover Your Bases

In order to make sure that you have every element of the AP English Language 
synthesis essay covered, you want to be sure that you make an outline before 
writing. This will allow you to think ahead and be sure that you have all of the 
components needed.

Crafting your thesis is the next step. Your argument must be strong and supported 
with plenty of details from the sources. It is also important to note that 
considerable scrutiny is given to how you use the sources to make your argument 
more credible and logical. This thesis should state your argument as well as 
referring to the three points that you will make in the body. Here is a great place 
to use parallel structure.

The synthesis essay has a large emphasis on utilizing sources. Therefore, you will 
need to quickly and critically read and mark portions that support your argument. 
Find quotations from three different sources to use in each body paragraph in 
order to fulfill the rubric.

While there may not be an excess of time once you finish your essay, you are 
encouraged to go back and read over the essay for any glaring errors. Doing this 
will keep you from losing points because you were unclear. If you know that you 
will not have enough time to reread, then be sure to revise as you go. Allowing 
revision time is important, but the argument and supporting that argument is 
your first priority.

Reference for AP English Language Sample Essays
http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/repository/studentsamples_51480.
pdf

Reference for AP English Language Synthesis Essay Rubric
http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/repository/samplescoringguidelin_
51461.pdf
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How to Ace the

AP English Language

and Composition

Synthesis Essay

Image Source: Flickr

The newest section of the AP English Language and Composition Exam, the 
synthesis essay, is one of three essays you will be completing during the 
ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ н-hour free-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ мр-minute 
reading and planning period just for this essay, and if you use this time to plan 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ
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How to Ace the AP English Language and

Composition Synthesis Essay Cont.

Before we get into specific advice on how to handle the AP English Language and 
Composition synthesis essay, you need to know what this part of the test really is. 
It is very similar to the argumentative essay you will also write as part of this 
exam, except that you are provided with a wealth of source material from which 
to draw some support for your ideas.

While this in some ways makes the AP English Language and Composition 
synthesis essay easier than the argument essay (because you can use quotations, 
point to authoritative sources for support, etc.), there is an extra element of 
complexity, and the AP readers want to see how well you can sort through your 
source material and put it to good use ςwhich makes planning all that much more 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛǇΧ

1. Use Your 15-Minute Planning Period Wisely.

The main purpose of this 15-minute period is to give you time to read the source 
materials. This essay will present you with several sources providing different 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƻǇƛŎΦ aŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƪƛƳ 
them, but read them closely ςmake notes, underline key sections you may want 
to quote later, etc.

You should also begin outlining your essay and considering your opinion on the 
subject; have this opinion in mind before you start writing the essay, as you will 
use it to construct your thesis.

¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 
other classes you have taken; put that knowledge to good use now, and have your 
main points set out before you start writing. Try to have a thesis statement 
written by the time you start the essay ςyour thesis should establish your opinion 
and the general reasons you feel this way; the rest of your essay will go on to 
justify and exemplify these reasons. Also write down some of the main points 
upon which you will base subsequent paragraphs and mark quotes or sections of 
the sources you can use in each of these paragraphs.
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How to Ace the AP English Language and

Composition Synthesis Essay Cont.

2. Evaluate Your Sources.

Every source you can use for the AP Language and Composition synthesis essay 
will have a small box above it explaining where it comes from and who said it ςto 
see exactly what this looks like, check out the free synthesis essay sample 
questions at AP Central. There are also public sample questions available there for 
the rest of the AP English and Composition Exam.

YŜŜǇ ŀƭƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǉǳƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǊ 
using them to support your arguments. What journal an article appeared in can 
say a great deal about its potential biases. For example, consider a question on 
the environmental impacts of corporate practices ςan environmental journal is 
obviously going to be biased in favor of more environmental regulation, while a 
report from a company spokesperson will probably gloss over some of the 
negative impacts of his company. Think critically.

3. Keep Your Tone Consistent.

There is no hard-and-fast advice about what tone you should take ςsome 
students try to inject a little humor into their essays while others prefer to be as 
serious as possible, some are extremely critical and others more accepting. 
However, the one thing you really have to do while writing the AP Language and 
Composition synthesis essay (or any other essay) is keep your tone consistent. Jot 
some tone-related ideas down as you outline during the 15-minute reading 
ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ 
of rhetoric so far this year.

4. Use Rhetorical Technique to Your Advantage!

¢ƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƭƭ ȅŜŀǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻ 
ƎƻƻŘ ǳǎŜ ƘŜǊŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜǎǘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ 
these techniques when others use them, but about preparing you for college and 
your career by teaching you how to use them effectively yourself. However, this 
ƛǎƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ǎƻ ǊŜŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ¢ƛǇ І рΗ
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How to Ace the AP English Language and

Composition Synthesis Essay Cont.

5. Your Argument Must be Well-Crafted.

The AP English Language and Composition Exam synthesis essay does not have 
right or wrong answers; rather, it asks you for your opinion. The AP Examiner 
cannot take points off because she disagrees with you. However, you must show 
logical basis for your opinion, drawing on both the sources AND your own 
knowledge and experience.

To do this, make sure you have a clear and complete thesis. Make sure the ideas 
expressed in the beginning of each paragraph or section support the thesis, and 
that you in turn show how those ideas are supported by a source or through your 
ƻǿƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŜ ƻǊ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ
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3 AP English Language 

Rhetorical Essay

Strategies

Image Source: Flickr

The AP English Language rhetorical essay can be nightmare inducing for some AP 
students, but there is no need for fear. In this exam review we will lay out helpful 
strategies to get you through the rhetorical essays in no time.
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3 AP English Language Rhetorical Essay

Strategies Cont.

Rhetorical Strategy #1: Dissecting the Prompt

The first rhetorical essay strategy is to dissect the prompt. Understanding what 
the rhetorical essay wants from you is essential. It is important for you to read the 
prompt carefully for every essay, but critical reading is even more essential tothe 
rhetorical essay. Your rhetorical prompt that you will be given for the AP English 
Language exam will contain two elements. The first element is the concrete task 
that the prompt is asking of you, which is always to analyze the passage that 
follows. The second part of the prompt is a more abstract task that is not directly 
asked for in the prompt, but it is implied. By completely understanding both parts 
of the prompt, you will be able to give a complete essay that will get you to a 
higher score.

One example of a prompt from an AP English Language rhetorical essay is this one 
from the2008 exam. The prompt reads:

άLƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ LƴŦƭǳŜƴȊŀΣ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфму Ŧƭǳ 
epidemic, author John M. Barry writes about scientists and their research. Read 
the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Barry uses 
ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΦέ

Here you can see the concrete task that the examiners are asking. They want you 
to analyze the passage for rhetorical strategies; however, you must figure out 
what you are analyzing the passage for. That is the more abstract concept that you 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǎŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ .ŀǊǊȅΩǎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 
analyze how he uses rhetorical strategies in order to portray scientific research. 
We know this, because if you look at the prompt, it specifically states what Barry 
did in his work, which was to write about science and research. That is your 
abstract task.
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Once you have found your concrete task and your abstract task, a great strategy is 
to write it down to keep you focused throughout your essay. Using the example 
above this would look like the following:

Analyze how Barry uses rhetorical strategies in order to portray scientific research.

That sentence is what you must follow when writing your essay, and if you 
successfully keep to this task, then you will move closer to that high score.

Rhetorical Essay Strategy #2: Stick to the Format

This next rhetorical essay strategy is the key to great organization and structure 
that will put your test anxiety to bed. There is a simple paragraph structure for the 
body paragraphs of the AP English Language rhetorical essay that will allow you to 
think, write, and score higher, faster. You need to begin each body paragraph with 
an assertion or claim. That is the point that you are trying to make clear to your 
audience what you will be proving. A great example of this is from the 2006 AP 
9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜǎǎŀȅΦ .Ŝƭƻǿ ƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н.Ωǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ 
first body paragraph.

ά¢ƘŜ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜƭŀȅǎ IŀȊƭƛǘǘΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ όstudent 
2BύΦέ

You can see how the student directly asserts what he or she will be proving in this 
statement. The next step in constructing your body paragraph is to give one to 
two pieces of textual evidence. Be sure to state why these quotations relate back 
to your claim, otherwise they will be deemed irrelevant by the examiners. An 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н.Ωǎ ōƻŘȅ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΦ 
Here, the student brings in elements from the text to support his or her claim 
about Hazlitt using diction.

άΩwŜƧŜŎǘŜŘΩΣ ΨŎƻƴǘŜƳǇǘΩΣ ΨŘƛǎǇŀǊŀƎŜŘΩΣ ΨǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛȊŜŘΩΣ ΨƛǊƪǎƻƳŜΩΣ ΨŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘΩΣ ΨŀǎǎŀƛƭŜŘΩΣ 
ΨŎƘŀƎǊƛƴΩΤ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ 
ŜƳǇƘŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ IŀȊƭƛǘǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǇǇȅ ƭƛŦŜ όǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н.ύΦέ
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The final part of this strategy for conquering the body paragraphs of your 
rhetorical essays is to end those body paragraphs with a thorough analysis. This is 
the aspect of the exam where you can put your way of looking at the text into 
your essay.

!ƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н.Ωǎ ōƻŘȅ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ 
states,

ά¢ƘŜ ƛǊƻƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜǎ ƛǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜΣ ŎƻƴǾŜȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳǘǘŜǊ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ 
one without money. Though one may have none in life, pitiless men will continue 
ǘƻ ƳƻŎƪ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŜǾŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŘŜŀǘƘΗ όǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н.ύέ

This analysis of the text adds to the textual examples above and continues to 
bring in new logic from the student.

When this format of a body paragraph is followed, then it is extremely effective. 
The essay becomes clear, assertive, and easy to follow for the examiners. Follow 
this rhetorical essay strategy and you are even closer to getting that 5 on the 
exam.

Rhetorical Essay Strategy #3: LORA

As you are looking at your AP English Language rhetorical essay prompt and 
passage it is important to remember the mnemonic device, LORA. LORA stands for 
Language, Organization, and Rhetorical Appeals. These elements will help you 
form your argument.

When you read through your passage you want to think about how the author is 
utilizing language. Is he or she using figurative language effectively? Is there 
imagery within the passage? Does the diction of the passage make it more 
rhetorically persuasive? You should not use all of these, but picking one and 
analyzing it clearly in one paragraph will keep you focused on how the author uses 
rhetoric, which is the main task of this essay.
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An example of this was in the2006AP English Language rhetorical essay. Student 
н! ōŜƎƛƴǎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōƻŘȅ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ǿƛǘƘΣ άhƴŜ ƻŦ IŀȊƭƛǘǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
methods of promoting the importance of money is his strong diction (student 
н!ύΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘΦ IŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊǎ IŀȊƭƛǘǘΩǎ 
argument, which is exactly what you must do for your own rhetorical essay.

The organization of the author is the next part of your answer to the prompt. You 
want to look at how the author organized his or her ideas within the passage to 
support his or her own argument. By pointing out the organization, or structure, 
of the work and how it adds to the overall persuasiveness, you will bring two of 
the three most important elements of rhetoric together in your essay.

After organization you need to look at the rhetoric appeals. You may know them 
by the names logos, pathos, and ethos. It is suggested that you cover as many of 
these as possible; however, if time does not permit or if the passage uses one 
more than the other, then you should focus on one appeal.

One example of using pathos in an essay is from student 2A from the 2006 
ǇǊƻƳǇǘΦ άIŀȊƭƛǘǘ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘǎǘǊƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜ 
ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƳƻƴŜȅ όǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ н!ύΦέ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ 
would have been better for the student to directly say that this is pathos, he or 
she does thoroughly explain the appeal to the passions, or pathos.

Key Takeaways

When taking the AP English Language rhetoric essay you just need to remember 
these three rhetorical essay strategies: dissect the prompt, follow the format, and 
always include LORA. If you can follow them, then you are already on your way to 
a 5 on the AP English Language exam.
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LŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !t [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜȄŀƳΣ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 
ΨǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜΩ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 
triangle is and how to apply it is fundamental to scoring well on the AP English 
Language exam.
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Understanding the Rhetorical Triangle

for AP English Language Cont.

What is the Rhetorical Triangle?

In essence, the rhetorical triangle is really just a method to organize the three 
elements of rhetoric, as outlined by Aristotle. These elements ςethos, pathos, 
and logos ςare arranged on a triangle, with Logos at the top, and Ethos and 
Pathos at the bottom corners. These elements play a crucial role in any argument 
you write or analyze.
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bƻǿΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƳǇƭŜ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǿƘŜƴ 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ŀƴŘ пл ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ 
no one expects you to be an expert.

LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !t [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ǎƻƳŜ 
ethos from your sources by citing their credentials along with their argument. For 
the other essays, you may not be able to present yourself as an expert, but you 
can show the reader that you have thoroughly considered the opposing viewpoint 
with a counterargument. This gives the reader more confidence in your argument, 
ǘƘǳǎ ōƻƭǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘǊƛŎƪ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ

Pathos

Pathos, an appeal to emotions, is typically the easiest corner of the rhetorical 
triangle to use and the easiest to spot. You have to be careful, though: the grader 
ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ŀƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƛŜŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŀ ǎƻō 
ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ƭƛƴŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛƴŜ 
you must tread carefully for an effective argument.

[ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭǎ ςfamous or infamous, depending on 
your viewpoint ςfor the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
!ƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ƙƛǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ 
poor creatures are pouting at you with Sarah McLachlan in the background, 
tugging at your heartstrings. These commercials certainly are unforgettable, but 
ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƳǇǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛǾŜΦ !ƴ ƻǾŜǊǎŀǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǘƘƻǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǊŘŜƴ ŀ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ 
ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭ ǳǎŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΦ

Pathos, then, should be used sparingly in your AP English Language essay.If your 
argument is strong, but detached, you should consider adding pathos, but if it is 
already weak you will only hurt yourself with an impassioned but uninformed 
tirade.
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Logos

According to Aristotle, logos is the most important part of an argument, and 
therefore should be your selling point. Generally speaking, this is a good rule to 
follow on the AP English Language and Composition exam. You can play around 
with the proportions of your rhetorical triangle, but try to make heavy Logos your 
default.

So what is logos, then, that makes it so important? Logos is an appeal to logic, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŜǎǎŀȅΦ LŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
ƳŀƪŜ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΚ [ƻƎƻǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ 
everything, from the order in which you structure your body paragraphs to the 
finer detail work. Facts, statistics, and logical reasoning are all ways to incorporate 
logos into your essay.

So, why a Triangle?

The image of a triangle is not absolutely necessary to the elements of rhetoric ς
Aristotle never mentioned one in his treaties ςbut it is a great way to remember 
how they relate to one another, particularly for visual learners. Remember, ethos 
and pathos are the base of the triangle, but logos is alone at the top, the center of 
attention.

LŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀ ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊȅ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
angles of a triangle have a special relationship and are dependent on one another. 
5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ ƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǎƛƴŜΣ ŎƻǎƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƴƎŜƴǘΗ 
¢ƘŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
proportions of logos to ethos, ethos to pathos, and pathos to logos in your essay. 
You may have a logical argument, but if it is too detached or presented without 
any sense of authority, it will ultimately fall flat.
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Understanding the Rhetorical Triangle

for AP English Language Cont.

The AP Language Analysis Essay and the Rhetorical Triangle

bƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŜǇ 
ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !t 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŜǎǎŀȅΦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 
use it at all, but doing so will add maturity to your writing that could significantly 
impact your score. Additionally, it can work as a quick fix if you find yourself lost.

Ideally, you will want to incorporate ethos, pathos, and logos, as well as the 
relationship they bear to each other and to the entire argument, as a recurring 
theme in your essay, but not as one of your three rhetorical devices. If you can 
focus on how the author uses metaphor, then explain why this use of metaphor 
impacts the reader emotionally and creates a logical argument, you will be much 
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŀƴ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǘƘƻǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƎƻǎΦ

¢Ƙŀǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ !t 
English Language prompt, remember that the rhetorical triangle, like diction and 
ǎȅƴǘŀȄΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ŜȄŎŜǊǇǘΦ Iƻǿ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ 
argument, and what effect was the anecdote about the starving child supposed to 
ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΚ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǘ IŀǊǾŀǊŘΣ 
was that just to set the scene or were they subtly giving the impression that they 
are someone worth listening to? Ask yourselves these questions and analyzing the 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƻǎΣ ǇŀǘƘƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƎƻǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
use of any other rhetorical device.

Using the Rhetorical Triangle to its Full Effect

The beauty of the AP Language essays is that while learning how to analyze 
ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǿǊƛǘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΦ hƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ 
learned the strengths and pitfalls of the rhetorical triangle, you can use your own 
judgment as to how much of each element would be appropriate in your essay. 
The simple balancing of ethos, pathos, and logos is enough to give all of your AP 
English Language essays a strong foundation. Follow the rhetorical triangle and 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴƎ ǘŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƻǊǎΗ
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Image Source: Wikimedia Commons

The AP English Language exam contains three essays, two of which are the 
argument essays. The argument essays come with a prompt that contains a 
passage. The student must then analyze and immediately craft an appropriate 
argument that answers the prompt.
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This essay is different than the synthesis essay in that there is only one prompt 
that the student must analyze; however, the passage is much longer than the 
smaller sources found in the synthesis essay. In order to succeed on the AP English 
Language argument essay the student must support his or her argument 
proficiently. This can be done by referencing the passage, adding his or her 
experiences, utilizing logic, and maintaining readable grammar and mechanics.

It is important, however, to note that the examiners know that you only have two 
hours and fifteen minutes to write three essays. Because of this, the essays do not 
have to be pristine, but they need to be firm in their argument, and more 
importantly, well-developed.

Referencing the Passage

You are given a passage and a prompt at the start of the argument essay that you 
as the writer must adhere to. Do not attempt to go off-topic, because the highest 
score that an off-topic argument essay can earn on therubric is a 1. This argument 
must be supported as you write, and one of the best ways to do this is to 
reference the passage that you are given. This passage is your concrete proof for 
your argument, so utilize it. It is one of your greatest tools. An argument essay 
that has support from its passage allows the student to show that they can utilize 
sophisticated methods of supporting their arguments.

An example of a student that argues well to support his or her claim is seen below. 
The student is arguing that college is worth the money.

The largest motivator behind going or not going to college seems to be money. It is 
commonly accepted that a college education results in better financial situations 
later in life. It is certainly true that college grads earn, on average, 20,000 dollars 
more per year than those with only a high school diploma. (source F). It is also true 
that college grads are less likely to be unemployed. (source D)
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This argument is done so well, because he or she references the text and analyzes 
it. By doing so, the student gains further depth to the argument and this 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎfull essay(1A) would receive a score of an 8.

An example of an argument that does not reference the text is the following:

Primarily, a college education is worth the cost because you will never find yourself 
ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ Ŧŀǎǘ ŦƻƻŘ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘΩǎ ƻǊ .ǳǊƎŜǊ YƛƴƎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
many people do not have a choice to work at fast food restaurants because they 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ƛǘΦ

This argument, while developed, is not as convincing as the student that 
ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎfull 
essay(1C) would receive a lower score of 4.

Knowledge or Personal Experiences

Unlike the synthesis essay, the argument essays allow the student to insert any 
relevant knowledge or personal experiences that he or she has. This serves the 
purpose of bringing even more depth to the argument, and allows the student to 
show what they know.

The key to adding knowledge, and especially personal experience, is to only use 
relevant details. The College Board does not need to know about how fun your 
trip to the beach was, but if a small part of the experience relates to the prompt, 
then use it. Relating your argument to a relevant event can show the examiners 
that you can apply a concept, which may bump your score up a point.

69Interested in an Albert license? E-mail us at schools@albert.io

https://www.facebook.com/learnwithalbert/
https://twitter.com/learnwithalbert
https://albert.io/
http://media.collegeboard.com/digitalServices/pdf/ap/apcentral/ap14_english_lang_q1.pdf
http://media.collegeboard.com/digitalServices/pdf/ap/apcentral/ap14_english_lang_q1.pdf
mailto:schools@albert.io?subject=%5BInquiry%5D%20Albert%20School%20License


Understanding the AP English Language

Argument Rubric Cont.

An example of knowledge used in an AP English Language argumentative essay 
isStudent 1Athat was referenced above. Student 1A does a great job 
implementing his or her knowledge by saying the following:

Coincidentally personal growth also plays a large role in the perceived quality of 
life. Taking this into consideration makes college more than a machine designed to 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜǘŀǊȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ

This student is using his or her knowledge here, showing how it is not only money 
that affects someone later in life, but the experiences that the person has in 
college. This is effective, showing why he or she received an 8.

Utilizing Logic and Details

Supporting details and logical arguments are a key point in the AP English 
Language argument essayrubric, because lending more support to your argument 
allows the examiners to buy into that argument. When the examiners see your 
point so nicelydeveloped, then you will jump up to higher scores such as 7s, 8s, or 
9s depending on how much support there is and your eloquence.

Student 1Ais an example of utilizing logic to support his or her argument. The 
student says the following:

Putting aside the idea of money seems counterintuitive when considering the 
worth of an education, but it is necessary. There is more to life. A large part of 
college is also personal growth.

This appeal to logic is used as a transition as the student brings a realistic 
approach to the prompt. The examiners will see this as a masterful use of adding 
details to the argument without losing track of the argument itself. Also, the 
examiners see that the student can stand on his own without the sources, 
although he or she utilizes them later on.
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A student that does not utilize logic well isStudent 1B. This student is heavily 
ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǉǳƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
credibility to falter. The reader questions if the student is able to form his or her 
ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ŘǊƻǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŎƻǊŜΦ .ŜƛƴƎ 
unable to form a logical structure to lay your argument on will result in a lower 
score of a 4 or a 5.

Use of Language

The use of language, while not the most influential part of the essay, does have an 
effect on the overall score. By use of language we mean the degree that the 
student utilizes grammar, spelling, and mechanics as well as figurative language 
that adds a persuasive element.

If the student uses the language well, then this will reveal to the examiner that 
the student can use writing as a tool to persuade. This is important in the AP 
English Language argument essay, because inserting parallel structure or a 
perfectly placed analogy will impress your examiner.

Your grammar may not be the most pressing matter in the argument essay; 
however, if your grammar or mechanics areso poor that you are unclear in your 
argument, then the highest score that you can receive on the AP English Language 
argument essay rubric is a 2.
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Key Takeaways from the AP English Language Argument Essay Rubric

In order to cover all of your bases in the AP English Language exam argument 
essay you will want to be sure to practice months before the exam. Preparation is 
everything. A useful tip is to have the AP English Language argument rubric in 
front of you as you write your first few attempts at a practice essay. This will keep 
your argument essay focused.

The most important part of the argument essay is to support your thesis, or the 
claim that you make to fulfill the prompt. If you reference the passage that you 
are given, add your own knowledge or personal experiences, be as detailed and 
logical as possible, and utilize language well, then your score will rise toward that 
sought-after 9.
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and Composition

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons

As a high school student, taking an English course is just a fact of life.In fact, it is 
one of the few areas that you will have to take all four years in most school 
ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 
classes, you do get a unique opportunity.
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