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Ayear-long
AP Research is the second course in the AP Capstone program. There is
no written exam: your AP score (1-5) comes from an academic paper and

a presentation with an oral defense, built from a year of your own
research.

75% 25%

Academic paper - 4,000-5,000 words Presentation & oral defense

Exam structure

Section Weight & timing What you do
Academic paper 75% of score A research paper that sets out your question, reviews the
4,000-5,000 words literature, explains your method, presents findings and

discusses their implications. Scored by College Board.

Presentation & oral 25% of score Present your research question, method and findings, then
defense 15-20 minutes answer 3-4 questions from a panel of evaluators including
your teacher. Scored with an AP rubric.

AP DIGITAL PORTFOLIO

Your paper is submitted digitally Usually taken after AP Seminar

The final paper is uploaded to the AP Digital Portfolio by Most students take AP Research after AP Seminar.

the spring deadline. Your teacher also tracks your Earning 3s or higher in both, plus four other AP exams,
process through a research log or process and can lead to the AP Capstone Diploma.

reflection portfolio.

How to use this guide
7 ™~
Just starting? Mid-year? Exam in weeks?
Read pages 2-6, then follow the Check the traps on page 7 and drill Take the 10 questions on page 9 in
roadmap on page 8 month by the free-response playbook on 12 minutes, then use the final-four-
month. page 6. weeks plan.
6 6
\ -~ Pick a topic you'll still care about in March. A beats an
ambitious one you can't finish.
\
AN
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The academic

Your paper follows the structure of real academic research. College Board
scores it on how well it identifies a gap, uses a sound method, and
supports its conclusions.

4-5K 75% IRB

words, the required of your total AP score clear research question review needed for
length that fills a gap research with human
participants

A typical paper structure
Suggested share of your word count for each section. Adapt it to your method and field.

Introduction

Question, context, gap ~10%
\I7\i/theal:[aitsuar I(:erae (;’ ;ekvr:’own ~25%
M:vthy%: researched — ~20%
What you found L ~20%
II\)/Ii:acr:':rS\;,i‘l)i?nits, next steps _ ~25%

What scores highest: a clear gap in existing research, a method that fits your question, results that are actually
supported by your data, and an honest discussion of limitations and implications.

Strategies for a strong paper

Find the gap: your literature review should show what Report what you found, not what you hoped to find.

Is unknown and why your question matters. Discuss limitations openly; it strengthens, not

Match method to question: surveys, experiments, weakens, your paper.
interviews, content analysis or case studies each

Cite consistently in one style, such as APA or MLA.
answer different questions.

Get approval early: research with human participants
needs review by your school's IRB.

A small study done earns more than a
huge one done carelessly.
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@ Theresearch

AP Research builds on the QUEST framework from Seminar. These are the
stages you'll move through during the year.

Question & Explore
choose a topic, read widely, and narrow it to a focused research question that addresses a
gap.

STEP Understand & Analyze

build a literature review that synthesizes and evaluates previous research.

Evaluate Multiple Perspectives
consider competing findings and viewpoints in your field.

STEP Synthesize Ideas

design and carry out a method, collect and analyze data, and draw conclusions.

Team, Transform & Transmit
write the paper, present your work, and defend your choices in an oral defense.




25% OF YOUR SCORE

AP RESEARCH - THE COMPLETE EXAM GUIDE

Presentation & oral defense

A 15-20 minute session near the end of the course: you present your

research, then answer questions from a panel.

Presentation - ~12-15 min Oral defense - 3-4 questions

The presentation
Tell the story of your research

Explain your question and why it matters, the gap you
addressed, your method, your findings, and what they
mean.

Speak to a non-expert audience; avoid reading your
slides.

Visuals
Support, don't distract

Use simple charts for your results and a clear diagram
of your method.

One idea per slide, with readable labels.

¢ A plan for the 15-20 minutes

Question & gap Method Findings

3 min 3 min 4 min

Total 15-20 minutes, scored with an AP rubric

The oral defense
3-4 questions from the panel

Questions ask you to reflect on your research process,
justify choices, and explain limitations or next steps.

It's fine to say what you'd do differently; that shows
reflection.

Rehearsal

Practice out loud

Prep

Run the presentation at least three times with a timer,
and practice answering likely defense questions.

Ask a friend to play the panel.

Meaning Defense
3 min 4-5 min

A suggested split, not a rule. Start with the question type you're strongest at, and never leave a question blank.

<In the defense, show reflection: why you chose your method and what its limits were. )

¢t

Time plan is ACT SAT GO's suggestion.
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@ Anatomyofa

The introduction and method set up everything else. Here is a sample
opening, annotated to show what earns points.

Sample topic: A student wonders whether later school start times affect how students feel in the morning. Here is
a condensed version of a strong introduction and method for a small-scale study.

Context and gap: what is known and what isn't.

Sample introduction and method (condensed)
@ Studies show teenagers' sleep cycles shift later, and Focused question: one place, one group, one change.
several districts have delayed start times. However,

most research measures grades or attendance; few Clear method, with ethical approval noted.

studies examine students' own reports of alertness in Justify the method and name its limitation.

suburban schools.

@ Research question: How do students at one
suburban high school describe changes in their morning

alertness after a 45-minute delay in start time?

@ Method: Semi-structured interviews with 12
students from different grades, approved by the
school's IRB, analyzed by coding for recurring themes.

@ Why this method: interviews capture students' own
experiences, which surveys of grades cannot, though
the small sample limits generalization.

Five habits for every stage of research

L 2 3 4 5

Keep a research log Write the gap in one Get IRB approval Report limitations Cite every source in

every week. sentence before before collecting honestly. one consistent style.
designing a method. data.
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LEARN FROM OTHERS

10 traps that cost

points

Meet Glitch. He lives in these ten mistakes.

Squash each one before May.

Too broad a question
A question you can't answer in a school year
leads to shallow results. Narrow the scope.

Literature summary

Synthesize and evaluate sources; don't describe
them one by one.

Skipping ethics review

Research with people needs IRB approval and
informed consent before data collection.

Hiding limitations
Discussing limitations shows understanding and
is part of the rubric.

Citation errors

Inconsistent or missing citations can be treated
as plagiarism.

N
.

02

04

06

AP RESEARCH - THE COMPLETE EXAM GUIDE

My study proves
everything! (It
doesn't.)

No clear gap

The literature review must show what is missing
and how your study addresses it.

Method doesn't fit

A survey can't prove causation; an interview
can't give national statistics. Match method to
question.

Overclaiming

Twelve interviews can't prove a national trend.
Keep conclusions within your data.

(08 Wronglength

10

The paper should be 4,000-5,000 words. Too
short often means missing sections.

Unprepared defense
Practice explaining your choices; the panel will
ask "why".

Quick self-check: can you state, in one sentence each, your research question, the gap it fills, your method and
its biggest limitation?

Content © ACT SAT GO.
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A year-long project needs milestones. Your teacher sets the

Your study roadmap @
=

deadlines; use this plan to stay ahead.

Sep - Oct O Topic and literature
Explore Read widely, narrow your topic, and start an annotated bibliography.
Nov -Dec Question, gap and method
Design Write your research question and proposal. Submit for IRB review if your study involves people.
Jan-Feb O Carry out your method
Collect Collect and organize data. Keep a detailed research log of every decision.
Mar - Apr Draft, revise, submit
Write Analyze results, write and revise the paper, then submit it in the AP Digital Portfolio by the deadline.
Spring O Presentation & defense
Present Rehearse your 15-20 minute presentation and practice answering defense questions.
Vie Scores released in summer
Finish There is no May exam for AP Research. Your score comes from the paper and the presentation.
The final four weeks
Week Focus Target
4 weeks before Full draft complete All sections present
deadline
3 weeks before Revise discussion and limitations Conclusions match data
2 weeks before Check citations and word count 4,000-5,000 words
Final week Proofread and submit; rehearse presentation Submitted as final

Study plan © ACT SAT GO.



TEST YOURSELF

AP RESEARCH - THE COMPLETE EXAM GUIDE

10 practice questions

Original research-skills questions written by ACT SAT GO to check your
understanding of methods and reasoning (AP Research has no multiple-
choice exam). Give yourself 12 minutes, then check page 11.

o RESEARCH QUESTION

Which research question is best suited to an AP
Research paper?

A Whatis climate change?
B Is technology good?

C Why is history important?
D

How do farmers in one county describe their
adaptation to recent droughts?

e SAMPLING

A student surveys only members of the school's
robotics club about screen time. The main problem is:

A the sample is too large

B the sample may not represent the whole student
body

surveys can't measure opinions
D the results will be too precise

a LITERATURE REVIEW

The main purpose of a literature review is to:
A list every source found
B present your results
C prove your hypothesis
D

synthesize existing research and identify the gap
your study addresses

CONCLUSIONS

A study of 15 students finds a link between music and
focus. The most appropriate conclusion is:

A Among these participants, music was associated
with reported focus; larger studies are needed

B Music improves focus for all students
Music causes focus

D The study proves nothing

Practice questions © ACT SAT GO; not official College Board material.

a METHOD

To test whether a new study method causes higher
quiz scores, which method is most appropriate?

A A survey of students' opinions
B A case study of one student

C An experiment with random assignment to the new
method or a control

D A literature review

o ETHICS

Before interviewing students under 18, a researcher
must:

A obtain IRB approval and informed consent
(including parental consent)

B publish the results
pay each participant
D interview teachers first

a DATA ANALYSIS

A researcher codes interview transcripts to find
recurring themes. This is an example of:

A quantitative analysis B experimental design
C qualitative analysis D random sampling

e VALIDITY

A survey asks "Don't you agree that homework is too
much?" The problem with this question is that it is:

A too short B leading

C open-ended D anonymous
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@ TEST YOURSELF (continued)
e LIMITATIONS

Which is a genuine limitation to discuss in a paper?

A

B
C
D

"My study was perfect."
"l didn't like my topic."
"The paper is long."

"Data came from one school, so results may not
generalize."

Practice questions © ACT SAT GO; not official College Board material.

AP RESEARCH - THE COMPLETE EXAM GUIDE

m ORAL DEFENSE

A panelist asks, "Why did you choose interviews
instead of a survey?" The strongest answer:

A explains that interviews captured detailed
experiences the question required, and
acknowledges the smaller sample

B "My teacher told me to."
"Surveys are boring."
D "ldon't know."
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@ Answer key &

Read every explanation, even for questions you got right. Each one points
to a pattern that keeps coming back on the exam.

# Answer Why

1 It is focused (one county, one group, one issue) and answerable within a school year.

Only an experiment with random assignment and a control group can support a cause-and-
effect conclusion.

A single club is a convenience sample that may differ from the whole student body: sampling
bias.

Research with human participants, especially minors, requires IRB approval and informed
consent.

A literature review synthesizes prior research and shows the gap your study fills.
Coding text for themes is qualitative analysis.

Conclusions should stay within the data: a small sample shows an association, not a universal
cause.

B - leading The wording pushes respondents toward agreement, biasing the results.

Limited generalizability from one setting is a real limitation worth discussing.

10

Strong defense answers justify choices with reasons and acknowledge trade-offs.

¢ D

9-10 6-8
Strong. Move on to full timed free- On track. Revisit the unit behind Build foundations now. Review
response practice. every miss on page 4. research methods and practice

writing focused research
questions.
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How students

In recent years, about 86-90% of students earned a 3 or higher on AP
Research, and about 13-17% earned a 5. A careful, well-scoped project is
what separates a 4 from a 5.

o o

89-90% 15-17%

of students earned a 3 or higher in earned the top score of 5 in recent is the score many colleges accept
recent years years for credit or placement

What each AP score means

Extremely well qualified Very well qualified Qualified Possibly qualified No recommendation

Ranges reflect recent College Board score distributions and shift a little each year. Credit and placement policies vary by college, so
check each college's AP policy.

Exam-day checklist
O Final paper submitted as final in the AP Digital Portfolio O Presentation rehearsed at least three times with a
before the deadline timer
O Paper is 4,000-5,000 words with all sections O Practiced answers to likely defense questions
O IRB approval documented if you worked with human O Visuals are simple, labeled and readable

participants O Research log is complete and up to date

O Citations checked for consistency in one style

~~45)
For your paper and defense: show a clear gap, justify your method, keep conclusions -
within your data, discuss limitations honestly, and be ready to explain every choice you \
made.
5/5
A A

Score ranges summarized from recent AP score distributions. G
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ACT SAT GO - 1-ON-1 AP TUTORING

Aiming forab5? Geta
personal AP Research
plan.

Book a free consultation. We'll help you build research skKills, www.actsatgo.com/
. . ’ . consultation

plan milestones, and practice your presentation, while your

project stays entirely your own.

Book a free diagnostic lesson >

Research-skills tutoring Writing & citation skills Defense practice

Live 1-on-1 sessions on Lessons on academic structure Mock presentations with
research questions, methods, and citation. We teach skills; practice panel questions on
ethics and data analysis. your paper stays 100% your sample topics.

own work.

Contactus
Share this guide
Web www.actsatgo.com

Know a classmate taking AP Research? Send them the
Email info@actsatgo.com |In.k. It s.free to download at Www.gctsatgo.com, along
with guides for every other AP subject.

Phone +1(945) 391-6179

AP® and Advanced Placement® are trademarks registered by College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product.
Exam structure, weightings, question types and score information are summarized from publicly available College Board materials. Practice
questions, sample responses and study plans are original works by ACT SAT GO and are not official exam questions or scoring guidelines.
© ACT SAT GO. Free to share for personal, non-commercial study use.
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