
Advice on Other FRQ Questions 

The free response section of the AP Psych exam will have two questions that you must answer in 

sentences or short paragraphs.  One of the questions is usually based around the research 

methods chapters that you see in prep books.  The second question is usually a scenario where 

you must apply psychological vocabulary. 

Here are a few examples. 

2000 AP Psych Exam.  Question 1: 

Your high school is proposing moving to a system in which grades are no longer given or used to 

evaluate student progress. 

Define each of the following concepts and state how each might either positively or negatively 

change student behavior under such a system. 

a. Extrinsic motivation 

b. Arousal theory (Yerkes-Dodson Law) 

c. Learned Helplessness  

d. Self-fulfilling prophecy  

Step one: 

Read the question and highlight important information.  I cannot stress how important it is to use 

information from the question in your answer. 

Your high school is proposing moving to a system in which grades are no longer given or used 

to evaluate student progress. 

Define each of the following concepts and state how each might either positively or negatively 

change student behavior under such a system. 

 

Step two: 

Write rough answers.  Use scratch paper and scribble what comes to mind.  Consider if you can 

use any information from the question to help your answers. 

a. Extrinsic motivation is when someone does something for a reward instead of 

doing it because they like it.   

Contrast with intrinsic motivation?   

Example could be doing chores for money.   

Since grades no longer given to students, how could this affect student behavior?   



Some students study less b/c no reward.  Other students might study more 

because one consequence of always rewarding people for something they already 

like doing decreases enjoyment of that activity.  

b. Arousal theory states that there is an optimum level of arousal associated with 

peak performance.  

If too much arousal and task is difficult, person performs worse than normal 

If too little arousal and task is difficult, person performs worse than normal 

Tests and grades and evaluation may increase arousal in some students, making 

them perform better.  But these may make other students too stressed and cause 

worse performance.  Without 

c. Learned Helplessness is when an organism has been conditioned to expect a bad 

result and therefore they do not try to change their behavior because in the past 

they have always experienced something bad. 

Students who always receive poor grades might come to expect poor grades and 

give up trying to ways of studying or asking for help.  Without grades, may enjoy 

material because not associated with low grade. 

d. Self-fulfilling prophecy is when others’ expectation affect our actions and 

beliefs. 

Since no grades, teachers might see low-performing students as children eager to 

learn rather than as children who receive poor grades.  B/c they see them in a 

positive light, the students’ actions and beliefs about themselves may improve. 

Step three: 

Putting it all together.  Write in full sentences and use examples. 

a. Extrinsic motivation is when an individual performs an action for a reward rather than for the 

activity itself, like doing chores for money.  In this new system, since grades are no longer given 

as a part of student evaluation, this may negatively affect some students’ performance because 

they were studying to do well for the grade. 

b. Arousal theory states that there is an optimum level of arousal for peak performance.  Since 

being graded excites most students – making them more alert during school – a system that 

eliminated grades could negatively affect student performance because they would not be as 

aroused or alert due to not being evaluated with grades. 



c. Learned helplessness is when an organism has been conditioned and anticipates an outcome, 

and does nothing to try to change anything.   A system that no longer gives grades could positively 

affect some students because they previously had come to expect poor grades and may have given 

up trying new methods of studying – but now, without being stigmatized by low grades, may come 

to enjoy learning. 

d. Self-fulfilling prophecy is when others’ expectations affect our actions and beliefs.  In a system 

without grades, teachers might see previously low-performing students’ behavior change in a 

positive way.  Teachers may now expect them to enjoy learning without the burden of grades – 

instead of expecting them to just be there studying enough to pass – and this expectation may cause 

students to study more and belief in themselves, improving student progress. 


