APUSH Multiple Choice Advice

HOW THE AP GRADES IN US. HISTORY WERE DETERMINED


Possible raw scores for the AP U.S. History Examination ranged from 0 to 80 for Section I, and from 0 to 27 for Section II. However, scores are not reported to candidates, their schools, or colleges. They are converted to grades on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 to 5, and it is the grades that are reported.


AP grades for the 1996 U.S. History Examination were calculated on the basis of a formula that deducted a 1/4 point for each incorrect Section I answer and weighted the sections 50 that each section contributed 50% of the maximum composite score. The Scoring Worksheet (Table 4.2) details the process of converting AP scores to composite scores and then to grades for the 1996 AP U.S. History Examination.  The multiple choice is counted 1 point off if left blank, but 1 and ¼ off if the answer is wrong.

The AP U.S. History Development Committee, in consultation with experts from ETS and the College Board, determines the formula that will be used to produce the composite scores that are the basis for AP grades. The chief faculty consultant sets the four cut points that divide the composite scores into groups, each corresponding to a different grade.

Table 4.2- Scoring Worksheet
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Interpretation

117-180
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extremely well qualified
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well qualified

79-95
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qualified
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2



possibly qualified

0-50


1



no recommendation

PACING

A big part of scoring well on an exam is working at a consistent pace.  The worst mistake made by inexperienced or unsavvy test takers is that they come to a question that stumps them, and, rather than just skip it, they panic and stall.  Time stands still when you’re working on a question you cannot answer, and it is not unusual for students to waste five minutes on a single question because they are too stubborn to cut their losses.

Don't make that mistake.  Tests are like marathons; you do best when you work through them at a steady pace.  You can always come back to a question you don’t know.  When you do, very often you will find that your previous mental block is gone, and you will wonder why the question perplexed you the first time around.  Even if you still don’t know the answer, you will not have wasted valuable time you could have spent on easier questions.

On the AP exam all questions are worth the same value toward your final score.  Remember, when all the questions on a test are of equal value, no one question is that important.  You should always skip questions that give you trouble until you have answered every question that you know the answer to.

Finally, you should set a realistic goal for your final score.  Depending on the score you need, it may be in your best interest not to try to answer every question.  In trying to do too much, you can easily hurt your score with careless mistakes.  Check with the schools to which you are applying.  Do you need a ì3î to earn credit for the test?  If you get a raw score of 48 (out of 80) on the multiple-choice exam and do as well on the essays, you will get a ì3.î  Your raw score is determined by adding up the number of questions you answer correctly, then subtracting the number of questions you answer incorrectly times 0.25.  In other words, you could answer 60 questions, get 51 right and 9 wrong, and leave 20 blank and still be on pace for a ì3.î  Only students who need a ì5î should try to answer every question on the multiple-choice section; everyone else should go slower and spend more time on each question in order to avoid careless mistakes.

Because The College Board has not recently released its grading statistics, the following is an approximation of how to pace yourself on the AP test:

To get a: Answer this many: And leave this many blank: 

   2               45                               35         

   3               60                               20

   4               70                               10

   5     as many as you can        as few as possible

Cracking the Multiple-Choice Section

THE BASICS

The directions for the multiple-choice section of the APUSH exam are pretty simple.  They read:

Directions:  Each of the following questions or incomplete statements below is followed by five suggested answers or completions.  Select the one that is best in each case and then blacken the corresponding space on the answer sheet.

In short, you are being asked to do what you have done on lots of other multiple-choice exams.  Pick the right answer, then fill in the appropriate bubble on a separate answer sheet.  You will not be given credit for answers you record in your test booklet but not on your answer sheet.  The section consists of 80 questions.  You will be given 55 minutes to work on the section.

The College Board provides a breakdown by era and by general subject matter of the exam’s questions.  Look at the material passed out to you in class dealing with the APUSH exam.  Approximately 20 percent of the questions deal with the period from the first European explorations through 1789, 45 percent with the period 1790 through 1914, and 35 percent with the period 1915 to the present.
As you can see, the test shows a decided bias toward the period between the ratification of the Constitution and the beginning of the First World War; it also emphasizes political and social activities, while caring relatively little about economic and cultural trends.  Remember this as you study.

You should note that you will see at most two or three multiple-choice questions about the period following 1972.  The test writers understand that many classes fall behind and don’t ever get to the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.  None of the essay questions will deal exclusively with the post-1970 era, although one essay question may touch on the period (you will almost certainly be able to do well on that essay without mentioning the 1970s at all).  In short, if you don’t study the post-1970 period, your final score will be, at most, minimally affected.

TYPES OF QUESTIONS

The majority of questions on the multiple-choice section of the test are pretty straight-forward like this one:

3. Roger Williams was exiled from the Salem Bay settlement because he    

    A) endangered the colony by negotiating with the neighboring Native Americans    

    B) championed the abolition of private property   

    C) questioned Parliament’s authority to tax the   colonists    

    D) disputed the authenticity of the Mayflower Compact    

    E) argued for the separation of church and state

Sometimes, The College Board makes the questions a little trickier.  One way it does this is by phrasing a question so that four answers are correct and one is incorrect.  We call these questions NOT/EXCEPT questions because they usually contain one of those words (in capital letters, so they’re harder to miss).  Here is an example:

6. The New Deal included programs for achieving all  of the following goals EXCEPT

    A) developing an interstate highway system

    B) stabilizing agricultural prices

    C) insuring bank deposits

    D) eliminating industrial overproduction

    E) providing employment for the unemployed

Once or twice during the multiple-choice section, you will be asked to interpret an illustration, often a map or a political cartoon.  These are usually pretty easy.  The key is not to try to read too much between the lines.

Here is an example:

(The cartoon shows Mark Hanna talking to William McKinley.)  

The caption reads:  That man Clay was an Ass.  It is better to be President than to be Right! 

45. The political cartoon above implies that

     A) McKinley was the first president to favor big business interests openly

     B) By the 1890s, Henry Clay’s political approach had lost favor with the electorate

     C) McKinley’s presidential campaign was masterminded by Marcus Hanna

     D) Marcus Hanna single-handedly controlled all three branches of the federal government

     E) McKinley was too young to be an effective president

Finally, there will be one or two questions on your test asking you to interpret a graph or chart.  Again, these are usually very straightforward, and the most important thing for you to do is not over interpret the data.  The correct answer will be indisputably sup-ported by the information in the chart.

Here is an example:

Average, Highest, and Lowest Approval Ratings, by percentage of all eligible voters, for American Presidents, 1953 to 1974

                                    Average              High           Low

Eisenhower                    65                           79             48

Kennedy                   70                           83             56

Johnson                   55                           79             35

Nixon                                 49                           67             24

Source:  Gallup Polls

13. Which of the following conclusions can be drawn from the information presented in the chart above?

     A) Eisenhower was the most consistently popular president in the nation’s history

     B) Kennedy received greater Congressional support for his programs than did any other president during  

         the period in question

     C) Nixon’s lowest approval rating was the result of the Watergate scandals

     D) The difference between Johnson’s highest and lowest approval ratings was the greatest for any president during the period in question

     E) Eisenhower and Johnson were equally well-liked  by all Americans

Answers to these and other drill questions appear below.

No Military History and No Trivial Pursuit

Here’s some good news.  The APUSH exam doesn’t ask about military history.  You will never see a question the AP exam like the one below:

XX. Union general Ulysses S. Grant was intent on capturing Vicksburg, Mississippi, because

Although Grant’s siege of Vicksburg in 1863 marked an important moment in the Civil War, you won’t be asked about it on the test.  The APUSH test does not ask about important battles, military strategy, or advances in weapons technology.  When it asks about war, the questions concern the political or social implications of a war rather than the details of warfare.

Also, APUSH questions never test rote memorization only.  While you have to know your facts to do well on this test, the questions always ask for information in the context of larger historical trends.  Therefore, you will never see a question like this one:

YY. The treaty that ended the War of 1812 was called the

Chronological Order and the Order of Difficulty

More good news:  The folks who write the APUSH exam organize the multiple-choice section in a predicable way.  Here are two things you can count on:   

Questions will be organized in groups of 8 to 12.  Each group of questions will be presented in chronological order.  The first question in a group, for example, may ask about the Townshend Acts (1767); the second, about the feud between Hamilton and Jefferson (1790s); the third, about the War of 1812; and so on.  You will notice a sharp break in chronology when you move from one group of questions to another.  When you see a question about Martin Luther King, Jr. followed by a question about the Chesapeake Bay colonies, for example, you will know that you have moved on to a new grouping.

Each group of questions will be a little bit more difficult than the group that preceded it.  The questions generally go in order of difficulty, with the easiest questions appearing at the beginning of the multiple-choice test and the most difficult questions appearing at the end.  Think of the first 20 questions as easy, questions 21 through 60 as being of medium difficulty, and 61 through 80 as difficult.

Remember that easy questions have easy answers.  Do not choose an obscure or trivial answer for an easy question.  Remember also that all questions are worth an equal amount toward your final score.  Therefore, it is important that you go slowly enough in the be-ginning so that you do not make careless mistakes on the easier questions.  The points you lose early in the test will be much harder to make up later on, when the questions get more difficult.

The Guessing Penalty and Process of Elimination

Did the suggestion that you should guess take you by surprise?  Lots of students think that they should never guess on an exam.  But even The College Board will tell you that that is not true.  This passage appears on the first page of the APUSH exam:

Many candidates wonder whether or not to guess the answers to questions about which they are not certain.  In this section of the examination, as a correction for haphazard guessing, one-fourth of the number of questions you answer incorrectly will be subtracted from the number of questions you answer correctly.  It is improbable, therefore, that mere guessing will improve your score significantly; it may even lower your score, and it does take time.  If, however, you are not sure of the best answer but have some knowledge of the question and are able to eliminate one or more answer choices as wrong, your chance of getting the right answer is improved, and it may be to your advantage to answer such a question.

The only thing wrong with this advice is that it understates the value of guessing once you have eliminated one or more answer choices.  Statistically speaking, guessing after you have eliminated one or more incorrect answer choices will improve your final score on the multiple-choice section.

Here is why.  Suppose you guess randomly on five questions.  Probability tells you that you should get one correct and four incorrect.  Your raw score for those five questions would be +1 for the correct answer and -1 for your four incorrect answers. -4 x º = -1.  Your guesses would net exactly 0 points.  That’s the exact same score you would have received if you had skipped all five questions!  There is, then, no guessing penalty.  Random guesses cancel each other out, unless you are either very lucky or very unlucky.

However, you will rarely be faced with a question on which you can’t eliminate at least one of the answer choices.  In many cases, you will be able to eliminate two or even three incorrect answers.  Whenever you get this far but can get no further, you must guess from among the remaining answer choices.

Consider this scenario.  Billy and Sue are both taking the APUSH exam.  Each one knows the answers to 48 of the 80 multiple-choice questions.  Each has time to look at most of the other questions-let’s say, 24 of the remaining 32ó-and in each case, each could eliminate two incorrect answers but could go no further.  Billy doesn’t guess on those 24 questions, and he ends up with a raw score of 48.  He’s right on pace for a final score of ì3.î  Sue, on the other hand, guesses on all 24.  Because she is guessing from among three answer choices, she will probably get one out of every three correct.  She winds up with +8 for her correct answers and 16 x º = -4 for her incorrect answers.  Sue’s raw score of 52 gives her a boost toward the final score of 4 that she is shooting for.

Had Billy and Sue been able to eliminate three answer choices on each of the 24 questions, the results would have been even more dramatic.  Billy, who didn’t guess would have gotten the same score, 48.  Sue, how-ever, would have gotten 12 of the 24 correct for a +12, while losing only ñ12 x º = -3 for her incorrect answers.  Her final raw score of 57 would have sent her well on her way to that 4.

Does this mean you should take a guess on every question on the test?  No.  Because you have only a limit-ed amount of time to spend on the multiple-choice section, you have to maximize that time.  The first thing you want to do is make sure you have answered every question to which you know the answer.  Only then do you want to guess on questions to which you don’t know the answer.  However, once you have worked on a question, eliminated some answers, and convinced yourself that you cannot eliminate any other incorrect answers, you should guess and move on to the next question.

If it seems that we are focusing more on eliminating incorrect answers than on finding the correct answers, it is because that is the most efficient way to take a multiple-choice exam.  Use process of elimination to whittle down the answer choices to one on all but the easiest question (on easy questions, the correct answer will be obvious), because incorrect answers are much easier to identify that correct ones.  When you look for the correct answer among the answer choices, you have a tendency to try to justify how each answer might be correct.  You’ll adopt a forgiving attitude in a situation in which tough assertiveness is rewarded.  Eliminate incorrect answers.  Terminate them with extreme prejudice.  If you have done your job well, only the correct answer will be left standing at the end.

Common Sense Can Help

Sometimes an answer on the multiple-choice section contradicts common sense.  Eliminate those answers.  Common sense works on the APUSH exam.  Which of the answer choices to the question below don’t make common sense?

26. Which of the following best explains the most important effect tobacco cultivation had on the development of the  

     Chesapeake Bay settlements during the seventeenth century?

     A) Because tobacco cultivation requires large tracts of fertile land, it led to the rapid expansion of settled areas in the region

     B) The immediate commercial success of tobacco forced the settlers to defend against attacks by Spanish 

          and French settlers, who wanted to take control of the tobacco trade

     C) Tobacco provided the settlers a lucrative crop to trade with nearby Native American tribes

     D) Dependence on tobacco as their only cash crop brought the settlements to financial ruin in the early 

          1600s

     E) British customs houses established in the region to regulate tobacco trade led to widespread 

         resentment of the British by the colonists

Here ís how to crack it

Common sense should allow you to eliminate answer choice C immediately.  Nearby Native American tribes lived on farmland similar to that held by the Chesapeake Bay settlers; why would they trade for some-thing they could have easily grown themselves?  Now let’s consider the other answer choices.  Did the Spanish or the French attack the Maryland/Virginia region during the seventeenth century?  It would have been a pretty big deal if the had, right?  You would remember if there had been a war for the control of Virginia in the 1600s wouldn’t you?  You don’t remember because it didn’t happen; eliminate answer choice B.  Answer choice D gets it all wrong; in the early 1600s tobacco cultivation saved the Chesapeake Bay settlements from financial ruin, as tobacco proved an immediately popular product in England.  Answer choice E is anachronistic.  The period of colonial resentment toward England was still one hundred years away during the seventeenth century.  The correct answer is A.

Context Clues

Some questions contain context clues or vocabulary words that will either lead you to the correct answer or at least help you eliminate an incorrect answer.  Look at the question below:

60. The Confiscation Act of 1861 authorized the Union to

     A) divert commercial production in the North toward the war effort

     B) negotiate a settlement to the Civil War with ambassadors from the Confederacy

     C) liberate those slaves used by the Confederacy for insurrectionary 

         purposes

    D) stop merchant ships headed for Europe and seize their cargo

    E) arrest those advocating secession and hold them without a writ of 

        habeas corpus

Here is how to crack it

If you don’t remember the exact purpose of the Confiscation Act of 1861, the word confiscation might give you enough of a context clue to answer this question correctly anyway.  Which answer choices have nothing to do with confiscation?  Clearly, B.  How about E?  You might think that arresting someone is the same as confiscating the person, but it is not.  The dictionary definition of confiscation is the seizure of private property.  Answer choice A seems pretty unlikely, too.  It indicates that the government used industry for the war effort, not that it confiscated the factories.  Answer choice D looks good, except when you ask yourself:  For what purpose would the Union be stopping ships headed away from the Confederacy.  The correct answer, choice C, is a little tricky since we don’t normally think of human beings as private property.  Slaves, however, were exactly that:  The private property of slave holders.  In order to liberate them, the Union had to confiscate

SUMMARY

Don’t overextend yourself.  If all you need is a final score of 3 [to get college credit at the school you plan to attend] don’t even try to finish the exam.  Take your time and work on the first sixty questions only.  If you are shooting for a ì4,î take your time and work on the first seventy questions only.

Familiarize yourself with the different types of questions that will appear on the multiple-choice section.  Be aware that you will see many questions about political and social history, some questions about international relations, and relatively few about economic and cultural trends.  Tailor your studies accordingly.

Look for big picture answers.  Correct answers on the multiple-choice section confirm important trends in American history.  The test will not ask you about weird exceptions that contradict those trends.  It also will not ask you about military history.  You will not be required to perform miraculous feats of memorization; however, you must be thoroughly familiar with all the basics of American history.  (And there are a lot of them!)

Use the chronological ordering of questions to figure out which time period you are being asked about.  Be aware that the questions are presented in groups of 8 to 12, that each group maintains chronological order, and that each group is a little more difficult than the one that precedes it.

Use process of elimination on all but the easiest questions.  Once you have worked on a question, eliminated some answers, and convinced yourself that you cannot eliminate any other incorrect answers, you should guess and move on to the next question
