Preparing for the Placement Examination

There are three parts to the Advanced Placement® examination in World History.  Each part of the examination has a point-value.  These points are added to find a total score for each student and that total will determine whether or not you pass the exam and what score you earn.  

All students taking the exam need to be familiar with the exam format and the rubrics involved in scoring.  The section will discuss what you can do to improve your score and how to prepare for the examination.

The Exam

The document-based question is your best friend.  There are a total of 9 points available if you write a good essay and you have all the elements of the grading rubric.  In reality if you do well on the DBQ the pressure is off you for the other sections.  There is no reason a student should not do well if he or she has been well prepared and knows what the reader is looking for.  

The essays are the next most important part of the exam.  There are 2 essays – one is comparative while the other addresses change over time.  Both essays are worth 9 points.  To a large extent your essay will be determined by the strength of your thesis.  (I have my students just write thesis statements.)  The thesis statement is the road map.  If the thesis is incomplete or hard to follow it is a pretty good bet the essay will be the same.  When writing the essay don’t try and impress people with your writing skills – get to the point.  The one thing that trips most students up on the essay is that they run out of time.  Remember 2 good essays will score more points than one great essay.  This exam is about collecting points.  Don’t write a conclusion until you have completed all 3 essays, then go back and add a conclusion for each essay.  This will help ensure that you complete all 3 essays. 

The College Board gives five chronological categories and some indication of the percentage of test items from each category.

1. Foundations (8,000 B.C.E. – 650 C.E.) approximately 20%
2. 650 – 1450 approximately 
20%

3. 1450 – 1750 approximately 
20%
4. 1750 – 1914 approximately 
20%
5. 1914 – Present approximately 
20%

The multiple-choice part is not your friend.  You will be asked 70 questions from history covering thousands of years and from, potentially any country in the world.  You DO NOT want to depend upon the multiple-choice part of the exam.  If you have satisfactorily completed the essays you will not need to do well on the multiple choice.  This is why I teach my students to write, write, and write some more.  Every question is worth one point, which may not seem like much but one point will be the difference between passing and failing.  

There is also a great deal of discussion about guessing or leaving a question unanswered.  For every question correct you will earn one point; however, for every question that is incorrect you will lose .25 point.  If you do not attempt the question it will not hurt or help you.  Most people will tell you only guess if you can eliminate some of the other options.  This is good advice, somewhat simplistic, but good advice.  Remember the examination is based on the number of points you score.  If you only attempt 20 questions and get them all right you will have a 100% success rate, but only 20 points.  Here is my advice to my students – never leave a question blank.  If you guess on four questions you only need to get one right to cover your loses.  If you get all four wrong you will only lose one point.  This to me is a good deal.  You can’t score points if you don’t attempt the questions.  

Study Habits

Preparing to take the placement examination should be treated like preparing for the marathon at the Olympic Games.  You will have one shot at the examination and there is nothing worse then seeing that you failed when the results are published in July.  The one thing that is immovable is the date and time of the examination.  Make sure you know when the exam will be given.  Write it on a big piece of paper and keep it somewhere you can see it all the time.  Create a calendar for the months of March, April, and May.  Mark the day of the exam and then number the days until the exam.  Remember you pass or fail the exam based on what you do in October and November, but you get a 5 based on what you do in April and May.

For the World examination make sure you know the chronological periods to be covered on the test.  It is almost impossible for one person to be an expert at on all the time periods so identify your areas of strength.  To pass the exam you will need a working knowledge of all the periods.  Don’t try to skip any one period – the foundations section is just as important as the most recent period.  

Take as many practice test as possible.  Success of the exam will be based on you being able to identify your areas of weakness.  Most students don’t like taking exams; however, use the exams as an analytical tool.  When you have taken the exam find out what went wrong and what went right.  See if there is one area that keeps your score low – then work on that period.  

You will have to know some dates, events, and people, but don’t over-emphasize the details.  Always focus on big issues.  

You can study as much as you want but when preparing for the examination focus on ‘big picture’ events.  Be able to determine cause and effect relationships and look for events that cross time and geography.  Place a special emphasis on things that happened in more than one continent – especially if those continents are Asia and Africa.  Remember – for the essay questions there must be enough information for the average student to write the average essay.  You will not be asked things specific to one time or country.  

Look for:

Revolutions
Slavery
The role of women
Religious issues
Colonization

Independence

Remember – if you have studied hard and you still think the exam is hard, don’t panic.  If the exam is hard for you it must be harder for everyone else.

One last thing – you must go into the exam knowing that there is nothing more you can do.  You have studied and prepared and at the time of the exam you are as ready as you will ever be.  Your success on the examination will be helped by your confidence and your belief in your own abilities.  Good luck 

