
AP Comparative Government Exam Strategies – Know Your Target 
 
Format – Two sections  
 
- 55 multiple choice questions with 5 choices, 45 minutes 
- 8 free response questions in three sections: 5 definitions/identification in 30 minutes, 

25% of the free response grade; 1 conceptual analysis in 30 minutes, 25% of the free 
response grade; 2 comparing 2 nations, 20 minutes each, 50% of the free response 
grade 

- Multiple choice is worth 50% of the total exam. Free response is worth 50% of the  
      exam. 
- The Goal: learning what would you be expected to know in a college comparative 

government and political science course and then demonstrating that knowledge.   
 
Free Response Questions 
 
- Questions are written by committee of high school and college government teachers. 

Therefore, they are not written elegantly.  : )   Ideas for questions are submitted from 
teachers.  Questions are new ideas and old ideas that students didn’t do well on 
previous nat’l exams. 

- Questions are direct and specific. 
- Choices are sometimes built into questions. Ex: Define globalization and explain two 

ways it has impacted China OR Mexico OR Nigeria. 
- Test designers have to also be test graders (called readers) so as not to work in a 

vacuum.  And more importantly to see if students are ACTUALLY ANSWERING 
THE QUESTION.  (Think extemp!) 

- Free response questions are graded using a rubric.  Rubric is written out and agreed 
upon BEFORE the grading begins.  Your job is to get as close to the rubric as 
possible.  So how do I do that? 

 
 Answering Free Response Questions 
 
- READ THE ENTIRE QUESTION BEFORE YOU START. 
- Count the verbs, know your points.  Understand the verbs and follow the directions. 
- Spend at least 5 (no more than 7) minutes at the beginning of each section organizing 

or outlining or brainstorming BEFORE YOU WRITE YOUR ANSWERS. 
- Be as specific as possible.  You don’t want to confuse or slow down readers.  Clarity 

is key, especially if your essay is being graded on day 6.   Confusion, sloppy writing 
(both unnecessary verbal filler and bad penmanship) only slow your essay down in 
the process.  The readers will not guess at what you might mean.  They will simply 
not give you the points. For instance, you don’t want to confuse terms like “head of 
state” and “head of government.”  This would be bad. They are not the same thing.  

- Magic words DO NOT EXIST.  Terms must be used in context correctly.  Again, 
you will not be given the benefit of the doubt. Continuing with the above example, 
writing the phrase “head of government” and nothing else gets you, well, nothing 
else.   
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- Knowing the concept and explaining it correctly within the context of the prompt is 

good.  All that plus a juicy recent example, even better. 
- Use words from the question in your answer to make sure you are answering the 

question as asked, not the question you would rather answer or think you are 
answering. Question: Explain two differences between the parliamentary system in 
Britain and the parliamentary system in Russia.  Answer: The first difference 
between the parliamentary systems of Britain and Russia are… You must warrant 
why the argument is true.   

- Be concise.  Don’t write any more than you need to answer the question correctly. 
Quality is the issue, not quantity.   

- Thesis statement is not needed.  The prompt is the thesis.  Intro paragraphs aren’t 
needed.  Rewriting the question is not needed.  Just the facts, ma’am. 

- Later, we’ll go over an example answer that you will grade.   
- When we go over a test answer in class, you will see the rubric to see how close you 

came.  I will grade like the national exam readers.  You start at zero and work your 
way up to the maximum points.  If it isn’t clear or isn’t warranted, it isn’t the stuff. 

- Verb: directives e.g. identify, explain, discuss, describe, define, compare are used on 
the exam.  Remember that explain means why it’s true or how it works.  

 
Multiple Choice Questions 
 
- Like the free response, questions are designed to bridge concepts from different 

units.  Some involve tables, charts or graphs.  Do not freak out at these.  Slowly, 
calmly understand what the picture means before you read the choices. We will 
practice these in class.   

- KNOW THE TERMINOLOGY. Definitional questions can be the most difficult 
because you may not know the terms.  (Suggestion: flash cards.) 

- Should I guess?  Yes! Go for it.  You will no longer be dinged a ¼ of a point if you 
guess wrong.      

 
WARNING  
 
Having said all this, please be aware that you will need a great depth of knowledge about 
comparative government to have any hope of achieving a 3, 4 or the magic 5.  I will not 
under any circumstances be able to cover all that you will need to know in class or in 
review sessions.  YOU MUST TAKE THE INITIATIVE.  You must do the assigned 
readings.  You must ask if you are not clear about a concept.  My door is always open… 


