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Advanced Placement French Language and Culture Exam Critique

1.0 Basic Information
1.1 Advanced Placement French Language and Culture Exam1

1.2 College Board
1.3 AP testing began in 1956 (Drew, 2011), and the AP French exam was most recently 
updated in 2011. 

2.0 Description
 The AP French exam is owned by the nonprofit organization College Board, the same 
owner of the SAT2. New exams were created in 2011 to be launched for the 2012-2013 school 
year where drastic changes were made. Providing AP teachers with detailed standards for each 
subject, the College Board upgraded from the former system of a bullet point list of topics to be 
covered in the AP course. The College Board Vice President, Trevor Packer, explicitly  states that 
this change “focuses on the tests more than the courses” (Drew, 2011) pushing the AP exam into 
a washback only zone. The AP French exam, along with the German exam, spearheaded this 
movement, focusing on the interpretive, interpersonal and presentational communication skills 
from the National Standards for Foreign Language Learning. The communications standard, the 
first of the National Standards, is where the main focus of the AP exam now lies. When the 
College Board first started administering the exams, it was the high school’s responsibility to 
create its own curriculum and hope that  the material would also be on the exam. Some high 
schools dropped their AP courses as the scores were not being accepted at  some universities, 
claiming that even students with passing scores did not have the critical problem solving skills 
needed for entry level university coursework. 
2.1 & 2.2 The level for this language aptitude and placement exam is typically high school 
juniors or seniors but students enrolled in a higher level AP French course are eligible to take the 
exam and receive college credit for their passing scores. 
2.3 Features 

2.3.1 The AP French exam is separated into two sections and is allotted 3 hours to finish. 1 
hour and 35 minutes for section I and 1 hour 25 minutes for section II. 
2.3.2 Each section of the exam is equally weighed at 50%.  The first, a multiple choice and  
the second, a free response section. The equal worth distribution encourages serious analysis 
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of multiple choice questions as students are likely to rush through this section. The exam has 
a total of 69 items. 
2.3.3 There are 65 MC questions in section I, and 4 tasks in section II. 95 minutes to answer 
65 questions with 13 different texts ranging from short to mid length and audio texts, can be 
daunting but is possible. At about a minute per question, it leaves students with 30 minutes to 
read/listen to the 13 passages, leaving students with 2.5 minutes per passage or audio text. 
2.3.4 Section I is MC, and the 65 questions are divided into two subsections, part A 
consisting of 30 questions testing visual comprehension using authentic texts, ranging from 
journalistic and literary texts, announcements, advertisements, letters, maps, and tables (p38, 
AP French Language and Culture Course and Exam Description). Part B has 35 questions 
and tests audio comprehension of authentic interviews, podcasts, public service 
announcements, conversations and brief presentations. Part B is further separated into two 
sections, section 1 pairs print materials to audio texts whereas section 2 is entirely audio 
texts. Section II is the Free Response section composed of 4 tasks with 1 hour and 25 minutes 
to complete the tasks. The free response allows students to demonstrate their interpersonal 
capacities by written and presentational communication with spoken responses. 

2.4 Administration
 2.4.1 Section I: The multiple choice questions ask students to identify  main ideas, significant 
details, purpose, and provide a variety of texts to make inferences and predictions based on them. 
Some questions require students to show understanding of cultural or interdisciplinary 
information contained in the text. Section II: Students are given time to skim the questions and 
read the previews before beginning the audio portion of the exam, all audio texts are played 
twice during the exam. There is no penalty  for answering incorrectly or leaving questions blank 
on any portion of the exam, the total score from the multiple choice section is entirely based on 
the number of questions answered correctly. Section II is divided into two parts; part A, the free 
response portion involves replying to an email message where students are to write a “persuasive 
essay based on three sources, including an article, a table or graphic, and a related audio source 
(played twice), that presents different viewpoints on a topic (15 minutes to review materials plus 
40 minutes to write)” (p38, AP French Language and Culture Course and Exam Description). 
The students are given access to the print sources as well as any notes they may need to take 
during the writing period. Part B, speaking, provides five 20 second exchanges in a simulated 
conversation. Students are provided a preview of the conversation that gives them an outline of 
each exchange, facilitating comprehension for the students with lower level listening skills. 
Following this simulated conversation, the student is to provide a two minute presentation in 
response to cultural topic comparing their own community to a Francophone community. 
2.4.2 Scoring Method3

 The AP French exam is graded on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being the highest score on the exam 
and being the equivalent to earning an A in the college course. A score of 4 can be the equivalent 
to an A-, B+, and B and a 3 can range from B-, C, or C+ at a university (p3, AP French Language 
and Culture Course and Exam Description). Passing the AP French exam is roughly  the 
equivalent of passing a university French 301 course, but the credit distribution varies with 
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different universities. The AP exam is the culmination of the course. By taking the exam, the 
students have the opportunity to showcase their mastery of college-level course work (p1, AP 
French Language and Culture Course and Exam Description). The majority of universities in the 
United States grant university credit, placement or both with a successful score on the AP exam, 
and in more than 60 countries, students can take their AP college credit and save time and money 
with their hard work from their AP courses in high school (p1, AP French Language and Culture 
Course and Exam Description). 

3.0 Analysis
 Applying the principles in Brown and Abeywickrama, the practicality  of the exam meets 
the checklist as all administrative details are attended to as this test is administered with high 
security, the time is reasonable, the materials are accounted for, the equipment has been pretested 
as students are exposed and encouraged to take multiple practice tests. The authenticity checklist 
passes at every question Brown & Abeywickrama pose for analysis. The scoring is done by 
professional AP teachers and college instructors. The test  ensures rater reliability, verifying that 
graders will maintain their stamina during grading by having multiple graders. Section 2.4.1 
describes the test  reliability and description of materials. The AP French exam is practical as the 
washback sets up the course, students, and instructors with clear directions to ensure a perfect 
score. Teachers are encouraged to alter, adjust and cater their curriculum to the exam. In theory, 
what happens before the test has a positive correlation to what will happen after the test (ch.7, 
Bracey). The AP French exam is biased for best as the students are highly  prepared for the exam. 
The washback allows for this preparation and creates a positive environment where students 
should feel comfortable and successful. Because of the washback in the AP system, if students 
follow the AP course curriculum, they are sure to succeed on the exam. I found that the test can 
be reasonably  completed within the time frame as I have myself taken the exam. However, when 
I took the AP French exam, I was at an advantage because the year before, I was fully immersed 
in France, whereas I find that most, if not the majority, of high school students taking the AP 
French exam are not exposed to that kind of immersion. The test, however, can get tricky when 
the students are to use a tape recorder to evaluate their spoken French. In my personal 
experience, this was the moment where the custodian walked in and started vacuuming during 
my recording. Luckily, the proctor walked in during this display  of unprofessionalism and 
allowed me to rerecord my interrupted recording. 
 The AP French Language and Culture Curriculum Framework states that the AP French 
course is taught in the target language but I can attest that this cannot be enforced or proved to be 
true 100% of the time. As a former high school AP French student, I have firsthand experience 
that the course was not entirely taught in the target language and as an instructor in an 
introductory university  French course, I have knowledge of how difficult teaching entirely in the 
target language is, especially at the first stages of language acquisition. 
 The course is structured to align perfectly to the exam. The learning objectives are 
designed to meet the graded requirements, the course manual states that an achievement level 5 
meets certain standards and continues to describe the coursework relevant the standards that high 
school AP French students are expected to meet. The manual outlines levels 5 through 1, 
describing the last, and worst score, as “less proficient as those outlined in level 2” (p11, AP 



French Language and Culture Course and Exam Description). The scoring continues in this 
manner with a score of 2 being less proficient as those outlined in level 3, and so on. If a student 
is to receive a score of 1, they receive no recommendation. A score of 2 translated to possibly 
qualified, 3 grants qualification, 4 is a well qualified student, and 5 is an extremely  well qualified 
student of the language and should receive credit and recommendation in the university setting. 
  
4.0 Evaluation
4.1 Strengths: The AP French exam showed strengths in many aspects. The last test  item on the 
exam has the student present a two minute argument where he/she makes connections between 
their own community and a Francophone community. This provides ample opportunity  for the 
students to make interpersonal connections, taking the language outside of the text and making it 
personal, making serious connections to a Francophone area somewhere in the world. Creating 
that link is the most significant portion of the entire course, and a great strength for the AP 
French Exam. 
4.2 Weaknesses: The achievement level description for written presentational communication at 
the level 5 achievement does not specify or indicate the use of proper French rhetoric or 
persuasion strategies. It is not in the grading rubric and skirts around the organizational patterns 
that are used in French (p26-27, AP French Language and Culture Course and Exam 
Description). The stylistic devices are not emphasized in the French curriculum for the AP 
French course. Page 6 of the AP French Language and Culture Course and Exam Description 
outlines the structure of the curriculum framework but fails to specify the rhetoric or stylistic 
devices to be used, the College Board provides “themes to integrate language” (p6 AP French 
Language and Culture Course Exam Description), but falls short to guide students in a proper 
French argumentative essay. 
4.3 There was little to no evidence of bias for this exam. The AP French course is a fairly 
common exam and offered across the United States in different communities of varying 
socioeconomic status. 
4.4 Washback: Washback or Backwash is referred to as “unwelcome repercussions of some 
social action” and frequently carries a negative connotation. I am torn on my own thoughts 
regarding washback as Cheng & Curtis consistently connect negativity  to washback whereas the 
College Board claims that their method is beneficial to students, especially in hard sciences such 
as biology, physics, or chemistry, where the previous curriculum was too information dense and 
did not focus on critical thinking. Moving towards a deeper analysis of the French Language and 
Culture, the AP French Exam is focusing on the communications standard to push our French 
students to speak. A New York Times article discusses the AP program and refers to the 
washback taking place for subjects such as sciences and history, criticizing the program for 
rushing through important topics and overwhelming students with information (Drew, 2011). 
Shifting the focus with this new approach will narrow our students attention and efforts  towards 
a more productive aspect of the language: communication. Washback dictates the teaching and 
testing of high school AP French courses nationwide. This verifies the concept that tests can 
drive teaching and hence learning, commonly referred to as measurement driven instruction 
(Cheng & Curtis, p4). In the case of the AP French exam, 



4.5 Recommendations
4.5.1 Improve: A main goal of the 2011 redesign was to incorporate a thematic approach. 
Looking at the exam, there is a consistent theme and authenticity  to the materials, 
providing the students with useful exposure and profitable experiences. The exam has 
come a long way with the reduction of co urse content and focus on the interpersonal, 
interpretive, and presentational communicative skills. 

 4.5.2 Changes/modifications: The AP French exam has been recently updated and 
 therefore any changes needed should be consulted with data collection from previous 
 years, comparing the exam before and after the changes. 

5.0 Reflection
 It is difficult to look at the AP French exam without looking at the AP French course. 
Verified by the College Board by syllabus inspections and audits, the test is verified, as it is 
designed by college faculty and AP teachers to meet college and university  standards. The course 
is designed to prepare students for the exam. The exam undergoes extensive review, revision, 
piloting, and analysis, ensuring fairness and quality, with an equal distribution of difficulty 
throughout the exam (p2, AP College Board French Language and Culture Course and Exam 
Description). The AP French exam shows heavy washback as it is designed after a course to 
prepare students for college level French. I found this exam to be a perfect  example of washback, 
of course, with it, it has all the negative aspects of washback. It is impossible to test everything 
in only 3 hours and one sitting but the test is well rounded displaying ample cases of authenticity 
and I would say might even be more relevant than some French 301 courses. With the redesign in 
the fall of 2011, the AP French course has now been comparable to fourth semester college or 
university courses in French. The course was redesigned using the National Standards for 
Foreign Language Learning, focusing on a thematic approach. Having myself taken the AP 
French exam and a university French 301 course, I can verify  that the AP French exam is an 
accurate indicator of the French that is to be expected in a university class. 
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Appendix

Changes in the new AP French exam. Goals of the redesign. Retrieved from the College Board.

2012 Exam Scores Distribution. 12.7%-5, 25.5%-4, etc... Retrieved from the College Board.

Scoring Qualification and Interpretation. Retrieved from the College Board.



Breakdown of the question distribution. Retrieved from the College Board. 


