
AP MULTIPLE CHOICE

On the multiple choice section of the AP exam, students receive 1 point for each 
question answered incorrectly, 0 points for each question left blank, and -1/4 
points for each wrong answer. So if a hypothetical student (Sam) answered all 
70 questions, but got 20 wrong, her score would be 45 (50 right minus 5 points 
for 20 wrong answers). This simply compensates for random guessing.  Let’s 
say our student was certain of the answer for 45 of the questions, but had no 
clue on the last 25 and guessed completely randomly. That student has a 1 in 5 
chance of choosing the correct answer, so the odds are Sam would guess 
correctly on 5 of the 25, and incorrectly on the other 20. So after the “guessing 
penalty,” our student would get the same score for the 45 questions she 
actually knew whether she filled in the “guesses” or left them blank.

So the “guessing penalty” is not a “penalty” at all. It simply is an attempt to 
statistically adjust the exam scores to prevent students from benefiting from 
completely random guessing.

All you need to know is:
1. If you are short on time, don’t WASTE it bubbling in questions on the 

answer sheet that you haven’t even read. Instead, use that time to read 
more questions and give an intelligent answer.

2. If you HAVE read a question, don’t worry about the “guessing penalty.” 
Even if you feel you have no clue, answer the question. At worst, 
statistically it shouldn’t hurt you to answer it. Once you’ve read a 
question, your guess is no longer completely random. You never know, 
there might be some shred of knowledge in your subconscious that will 
guide you to the right answer.

3. You ABSOLUTELY should guess if you can eliminate at least one choice. 
Take our hypothetical Sam.  Say she knew the answer to 45 questions for 
certain, and could eliminate only ONE choice from each of the last 25. 
Now the odds are that she will get 6 of those last 25 right and 19 wrong. 
After the -5 guessing penalty, this will yield a score of 46, one point 
higher than if she had not had the courage to risk the “guessing penalty” 
and had left those 25 questions blank. Not a big difference, but you get 
the point.  If Sam had been able to eliminate 2 choices on each, 
statistically she should get a 49, and if she could eliminate 3 choices, 
she’d probably get a 54.

So students should definitely learn to eliminate answer choices, but regardless, 
the odds are in the favor of guessing as opposed to leaving an answer blank.


