Preparing for Free Response Questions

The test that you will be preparing for next year will be in two distinct parts.  The AP United States Government and Politics Exam is approximately 2 hour and 25 minutes long and has two parts — multiple choice questions and free response questions. Each section is worth 50% of the final exam grade.

The multiple-choice section contains 60 questions and is 45 minutes long.

The free-response section of the U.S. Government and Politics exam contains four mandatory free-response or essay questions and is 1 hour and 40 minutes long. This means no choice between questions; you must answer all four. When responding to free response questions, it is suggested that you take a few minutes to plan and outline each answer. Read the question carefully and answer clearly and completely. You are expected to follow the question directions and to provide the same number of examples, explanations, or selections (i.e., tasks) that the question requests. In addition, pay close attention to the task verbs in the question, for each directs you to complete a specific type of response. Use substantive examples where appropriate. Use complete sentences.

Task Verbs:

· Identify: provide a specific answer, which does not require causal explanation
· Argue/Defend/Justify/Support: give evidence to show why an idea or view is right or good
· Define: provide a specific meaning for a word or concept

· Describe: show understanding of a particular concept or political phenomenon

· Explain: demonstrate understanding of how or why a relationship exists by clearly articulating the logical connection or causal pattern between or among various political phenomena

· Compare: provide an explicit statement which connects two or more concepts

FRQ Advice
1. Read the prompt 2-3 times, carefully, and if it isn’t broken down into component parts like (a) (b) (c), break it down yourself and address each specific requirement in a separate paragraph.

a. What are they looking for?  Underline key words.

b. “No data dumping” – the rubrics are constructed with particular answers or categories of answers in mind, and a very well written, knowledgeable essay on a topic related to the prompt might not address all that the prompt is looking for, and thus not get very much credit, as well as be longer than you have time for.

i. To “identify” generally only requires providing the relevant term or fact

ii. To “describe” generally requires that you provide the term(s) the prompt is anticipating AND to define or describe that term in light of the requirements of the prompt.   More information is better, and an error isn’t going to hurt you unless it directly contradicts something else or is one of many errors.
iii. To “explain” requires that the writer show how the information being provided is relevant in addition to full descriptions.  When in doubt, explain everything fully, even if you think it is obvious.

c. FRQs generally assess your ability to explain concepts and evidence, not your ability to organize an essay.  Still, general organization should include an introduction that restates the question, the factual information, evidence and examples, and a conclusion. Stick to your outline and keep sentences simple.
2. Make your response obviously connected to the prompt.  Link things back to the prompt explicitly!  
3. Examples are not explanations.

a. In fact, you should explain the example and how it fits the concept you are discussing.  Do not depend on your reader figuring out how something is relevant, even if you think it is pretty obvious.

b. No name dropping!  (“Identify” is pretty close to term-dropping, but “identify” prompts are almost always followed up with a “describe” or “explain” prompt.)

4. No double dipping! This means that one piece of information cannot be used to credit 2 different rubric points, even if there is a logical connection.  For example, if you use Marbury v. Madison as part of your description of judicial interpretation, it doesn’t automatically qualify you for the example point (besides which, this example point required a full explanation of how the example works.)
5. Ditch the thesaurus; be precise with your language. Using the language from the prompt can help ensure that you remain accurate.  
6. “Your opinion, while interesting, is irrelevant” – for all AP FRQ prompts anyway.  They have taken politics out of the evaluation.
Do’s and Don’ts of the FRQ
Do’s

1. Write as neatly as possible.  If they can’t read it, they can’t grade it.  Neatly draw a line through a mistake, write correct information above.

2. Read the question.  Then read the question again.  Make sure you’re answering only what is being asked.

3. Reread your work if you have time.  Make sure you LINK THE QUESTION TO THE ANSWER!   ATFQ
4. There is no penalty for wrong information, so write as much as you can.  If they ask for two examples, give three.

5. Use the EXACT VOCABULARY from the question in each component of your answer.  Most rubrics ask for linkage back to the question.  This is the sure fire way to move in that direction.

Don’ts

1. Don’t give personal opinions (like your political affiliation or whether you like the president’s policy).  The exam tests your knowledge of political process, not opinion.

2. Don’t give long, unnecessary introductions, get right to the point.

3. Don’t give information they didn’t ask for.  There are no extra credit or “brownie” points.

4. Don’t spend more than 25 minutes on any free response question.

5. Don’t fall asleep.  Fight the fatigue.  Time is generally not a factor.  Do not look back and think about how you wasted it because your were tired, bored, or indifferent.  Think about bringing a strong peppermint or some dark chocolate to the test.  This will jolt you awake, and stimulate your senses.

