Tips for Writing AP Biology Free Response Questions (FRQ)
DO:

1.  The two essay questions and six short response questions do not have to be answered in any particular order.  Read them all and start with the easiest one first.  

The first thing you should do is carefully read the question.   The second thing you should do is read the question, and the third thing you should do is read the question.  
Be sure that you answer the question that is asked and only that question, and that you answer all parts of it.  If you are given a choice of parts to answer, choose carefully.  

As you read the question, pay particular attention to bold and underlined words, they are important.
Pay close attention to the verbs used in the directions (such as describe, explain, compare, give evidence for, graph, calculate, etc.) and be sure to follow these directions.  

2.  Briefly outline the answer on scratch paper to avoid confusion and disorganization.  Thinking ahead helps to avoid scratch-outs, astrices, skipping around, and rambling.  Practice outlining your essay answers on scratch paper as you take your tests throughout the year.


3.  Write an essay.  Outlines and diagrams, no matter how elaborate and accurate, are not essays and will not get you much, if any, credit by themselves.  Exceptions: If you are asked as a part of an essay on a lab to calculate a number, this does not require that you write an essay, but be sure to show how you got your answer (show the formulas you are using and the values you have inserted into those formulas); or, if you are asked to draw a diagram in the question, do so, but be sure to annotate it carefully.


4.  Define the terms you use.  Say something about each of the important terms that you use.  I cannot stress this point enough.  Define the simple terms and the complex terms.  Often it is the easy definitions that are left out.  If you do not write it, you cannot get points for it!

5.  Answer the question parts in the order called for.  It is best not to skip around within the question.  Clearly label each essay and each part of the essay.  If the essay is set up with internal parts A, B, C; then answer them that way, and clearly label each part.

6.  Write clearly and neatly.   It is foolhardy to antagonize or confuse the reader with lousy penmanship.  Use a ball point pen with dark black ink.


7.  Go into detail that is on the subject and to the point.  Be sure to include the obvious (for example, light is necessary for photosynthesis).  Answer the question thoroughly. 

8. If you cannot remember a word exactly, take a shot at it--get as close as you can.  If you don’t have a name for a concept, describe the concept.  Remember, the test is often graded conceptually, so you may well get the point for the idea you have described.

9. Remember that no detail is too small to be included as long as it is to the point.  You want to write down everything you know about a topic, but stay on the topic
10.  Carefully label your diagrams (they get no points otherwise) and place them in the text at the appropriate place, not detached at the end.  Be sure to refer to the diagram in your essay.  

11. Widen your margins a little.  This will make the essay easier for most folks to read. 

12. Bring a watch to the exams that you can pace yourself.  You have eight free response questions.  Two longer free response essays with about 20 minutes for each answer, and six shorter free response questions with about 6 minutes each.

13. Understand that the exam is written to be difficult.  The national average for the essay section will be about 50% correct, that is 5 points out of a possible 10 on each essay.  It is very likely that you will not know everything.  This is expected, but it is very likely that you do know something about each essay, so relax and do the best you can.   


14. In recent years the AP Exam has included what are called synthesis and conceptual questions.  For example, in 1987 students were asked to describe not only protein synthesis but also the processing and exportation of a protein from the cell.  In 1988, students were asked to relate Mendel’s laws to the process of Meiosis I.  In 1990, students were asked to relate patterns of embryonic development in animals to their phylogeny.  In 1991, students were asked how seeds, placentas, and diploidy contributed to the evolutionary success of organisms.  If you are asked this type of questions and you do not know the relationship between two or three things, at least tell what you know about them individually.

In 1992, not only was there a conceptual question dealing with how plants respond to changes in daylight in order to flower and how the human nervous system responds to a fight or flight situation, but there was an open-ended question.  This was a lab question concerning diffusion and osmosis.  The students were asked to design an experiment using diffusion and osmosis principles to solve a problem.  There were many ways to answer the question, but the students definitely had to be creative, well-organized, and knowledgeable about how to do a lab in order to do well on the question.  There will be more of this type of question in the future.   If there is one, be sure to carefully define all of your terms and use them in the explanation of the experimental set-up and/or results.

In 1993 conceptual questions were the rule.  One question began, Membranes are important structural features of cells, and then went on to ask about membrane transport and chemiosmosis.  Another question began, Many  physiological changes occur during exercise, and then asked students to explain  how organ systems were affected by physical activity and to design an experiment  to test a specific hypothesis concerning heart rate and breathing rate in humans.  A third question asked students to discuss how organisms contribute to the cycling of nitrogen or carbon.  Many students mixed these two together or wrote about both.  

Lastly, in 1994, a cell structure and function question was asked, but it included the request that the student relate several cell structures to a specific cell (muscle).  Many students who did not know about muscle cell contraction just left it blank when several valuable points could have been earned describing the mitochondrion, and other parts mentioned.  Do not leave questions blank!
15. The new essays will stress the four big ideas and your science lab practices.  Be sure to include details for labs if you are asked.  You will have 90 minutes for the free response section that includes two long free response questions (about 20 minutes each) and six short free response questions (40 minutes).  There is a mandatory 10 minute reading period at the beginning of the free response section.



Do include these things if you are asked to design or describe an experiment:
Hypothesis and/or predictions
Identify independent variable(s)--which treatments will you apply
Identify dependent variable(s)--what will you measure
Identify several variables to be controlled (VERY IMPORTANT) State Controls/Constants are.....
Describe the organisms/materials/apparatus to be used
Describe what you will actually do (how will you apply the treatment – SIMPLE procedure)
Describe how you will actually take and record data
Describe how the data will be graphed and analyzed
State how  you will draw a conclusion (compare results to hypotheses and predictions)
Your experimental design needs to be at least theoretically  possible and it is very important that your conclusions/predictions be consistent with the principles involved and with the way you set up the experiment
Do include these things in a graph: 

Set up the graph with the independent variable along the x-axis (often time) and the dependent variable along the y-axis
Mark off axes in equal (proportional) increments and label with proper units
Plot points and attempt to sketch in the curve (line)
If more than one curve is plotted, write a label on each curve (this is better than a  legend)
Label each axis
Give your graph an appropriate title (what is it showing?)


DON’T:
Don’t waste time on background information or a long introduction unless the question calls for historical significance.  Just jump right in and answer the question.
Don’t ramble--get to the point!

Don’t make stuff up--say what you know and go on to the next question.  You can always come back if you remember something.

Don’t use a pencil, and don’t use a pen with an ink color other than black. 

Don’t use a felt-tip pen because the ink seeps through the page and makes both sides of paper hard to read.

Don’t panic or get angry because you are unfamiliar with the question.  You probably have read or heard something about the subject--be calm and think.

Don’t scratch out excessively.  One or two lines through the unwanted word(s) should be sufficient.

Don’t write more than a very few words in the margin.

Don’t worry about spelling every word perfectly or using exact grammar.  These are not a part of the standards the graders use.  It is important for you to know, however, that very poor spelling and poor grammar may create an impression in the subconscious of the grader.

Don’t write sloppily.  It is easy for a grader to miss an important word when he/she cannot read your handwriting.   If a word cannot be read, it cannot earn a point.

Avoid writing with large loops, which extend above and below the lines.  This makes it very hard to decipher your writing.

Don’t leave questions blank.  Remember that each point you earn on an essay question is the equivalent of two correct multiple choice questions, and there is no penalty for a wrong guess. 

Don’t leave a question blank!  Make an effort on every question!  Don’t quit!  Start writing about something related to the question, oftentimes as you start writing, you will find yourself recalling more than you think you know.



