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In language teaching, the idea of 
“vertical alignment” is not new.  As a 
student passes from level to level within 
the same language, the teachers and 
curriculum must be “aligned” so that the 
student learns certain concepts at one 
level and then builds and moves on at 
the next.  For example, in French I, the 
past tense for regular verbs is taught at 
the end of the course.  Thus, in French 
II, the class reviews briefl y the past 
tense and then learns the past tense for 
refl exive verbs and is introduced to past 
participle agreement, etc.  In my experi-
ence, teachers of the same language 
enjoy collaborating and ensuring that 
their courses fl ow well together and pro-
vide smooth transitions between levels.  
Recently, it has come to my attention that 
we can add different, and perhaps more 
important, fodder to our conversations 
about “vertical alignment.”  As the AP lan-
guage exams are beginning to resemble 
each other in structure and thematic 
content, the AP teachers are seeing the 
potential benefi ts of having some of the 
skills, not just the grammar and vocabu-
lary, introduced and built upon in the 
lower levels of the language.  Wouldn’t 
students write a better essay in the AP 
class if they wrote essays before the AP 
year?  Wouldn’t students be able to listen 
to and understand more thoroughly a 
target language news report in the AP 
class if they listened to target language 
news reports before the AP year?  This 
seems logical; thus, foreign language 
teachers may fi nd themselves broaden-
ing the scope of their “vertical alignment” 
conversations.  

As a fi rst order of business, it is neces-
sary to understand the new AP language 
format and to know what the new exams 
are asking of our students.  The College 
Board renovated the French AP Lan-
guage exam in May 2012, and the Span-
ish and Chinese Language exams are 
following suit.  There are two main parts 
to the exam, a multiple choice section 
(Part I) and a free-response section (Part 
2).  We will look at each section and at the 
underlying components/skills involved in 
order to succeed at both.

The multiple choice section (Part 1) 
is reading and listening comprehension, 
also known as interpretive communica-
tion.  Part IA is reading printed material 
and answering multiple choice ques-
tions about it.  Part IB is reading printed 
material, hearing an audio source on the 
same idea and answering multiple choice 
questions about the two.  Part 1C is hear-

ing an audio source alone and answering 
multiple choice questions about it.  

The reading passages can come from 
literary texts, fi ction or non-fi ction, infor-
mative magazine or newspaper articles, 
advertisements, or even poems.  The 
choices run the gamut.  The one common 
denominator is that all are authentic 
target language excerpts and are printed 
largely in their original form.  The same 
rings true for the audio sources.  These 
are from the radio, a conversation on 
the street, from a university lecture, or 
an interview.  Again, the audio sources 
include speakers of all accents from any 
country where the language is spoken 
and are spoken at native speaker speed.  
For the purposes of vertical alignment, 
the logical question is how can teachers 
at the pre-AP level help prepare students 
for these tasks.  Ideally, teachers are able 
to fi nd authentic material that naturally 
fi ts into the concepts being introduced 
at each level to enrich their textbook 
presentations.  In reality, I believe that we 
have been doing this for years without 
truly realizing it and without doing it 
purposefully enough.  For example, 
when teaching the superlative gram-
matical structure, we might fi nd an 
advertisement that uses that structure.  
When teaching family vocabulary, we 
may fi nd a radio report on the number 
of divorces or the average number of 
children born to families today.  If we 
haven’t yet started to incorporate these 
methods into our early level curriculum, 
we may want to start here.  And if we 

already have these authentic materials 
in our arsenal, I suggest that we push 
our early level students to understand 
these pieces more fully and on a deeper 
level.  Discussions on “vertical alignment” 
with our colleagues may result in actual 
reading and listening sources but also 
in strategies to help students come to a 
greater comprehension and understand-
ing of these sources.

The free-response section (Part 2) 
is two-fold and includes writing (inter-
personal communication) and speak-
ing (presentational communication).  
The writing portion asks students fi rst 
(Part 2A) to write a response e-mail and 
second (Part 2B) to write a persuasive 
essay based on printed, graphed, and 
audio sources.  The speaking portion asks 
students fi rst (Part 2C) to participate in a 
conversation where half of the conversa-
tion has been prepared and second (Part 
2D) to speak for two minutes comparing 
their community’s attitude on a topic 
to the target language community’s at-
titude.  

In my opinion, this is where the discus-
sion among colleagues gets interesting.  
What skills can a pre-AP teacher impart 
to his students that will help prepare 
them for these performance-based as-
sessments?  To be honest, the possibili-
ties are endless.  I’ve opted to attempt 
to give a few examples in chart form in 
order to simplify the presentation.  

As early as the fi rst level of a language, 
students can be introduced to the above 
skills, and their teachers can begin to 

WORLD LANGUAGE TEACHING:  PREPARING FOR THE AP LANGUAGE 
EXAM IN PRE-AP LANGUAGE CLASSES”

Part 1 (Interpretive Communication) 
Multiple Choice

Description of Task

Part 1A Read printed material

Part 1B Read printed materials and listen to 
audio source

Part 1C Listen to audio source

Part 2 - Free Response - Interpersonal 
and Presentational Communication

Description of Task

Part 2A Writing Write an e-mail in response to an e-mail 
(formal)

Part 2B Writing Write a persuasive essay using a printed 
source, a graph, and an audio source as 
support

Part 2C Speaking Participate in a conversation (informal)

Part 2D Speaking Compare home community’s attitude 
with target language community’s at-
titude on a topic (2 minute oral presen-
tation)
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help them develop the needed tools.  My 
students in French I just recently learned 
greetings, and we watched a brief video 
of classmates in France saying “hello” and 
“goodbye.”  We discussed the “bises” or 
French “kisses” between friends, and we 
took time to explore the differences and 
similarities between how French friends 
and American friends greet each other.  
Asking students to think and compare in 
this way is preparing them to think along 
these lines in the future; it is a small step 
in preparing them for the Cultural Com-
parison Presentation on the AP exam.  

As previously mentioned, pre-AP 
language teachers have most likely been 
using many of these outlined strategies 
all along.  Now, however, we have the op-
portunity to implement these strategies 
and design new tasks with purpose and 
with a mission.  We want our AP students 
to enter their AP year of study already 
familiar with the tasks being asked of 
them.  In this way, students can spend the 
year honing their interpretive, interper-
sonal, and presentational skills rather 
than seeing these types of exercises for 
the fi rst time.  It is my hope that language 
teachers will sit together, look at this 
list, and fi nd where they can tweak their 
activities and projects to include some 
of these practices.  The “vertical align-
ment” conversation will include more 
than grammar.  It will include discussions 
about assessment and skills needed for 
that type of assessment.  A small tweak 
to one exercise is perhaps all it takes to 
align that exercise with the skills needed 
on the AP language exam.  These small 
tweaks, or small steps, will lead us in the 
right direction.

Mollie Monaco
The Hockaday School (TX)
[mmonaco@hockaday.org]

Task Skills

Part 2A E-mail • short, effi cient timed writing (15 mn)
• letter-writing vocabulary (“Dear...,” “Sincerely...”
• maintaining a formal register (“vous”)
• answering questions asked in the fi rst e-mail
• posing follow-up question to the fi rst e-mail in 

order to show interest and comprehension

Part 2B Persuasive Essay • longer, sustained timed writing (40 mn)
• identifying the opinion/argument of the 

article or audio source
• interpreting a graph
• vocabulary for expressing one’s own opinion
• vocabulary to paraphrase a source (“This 

article states...”)
• supporing one’s own opinion with anecdotal, 

personal experiences
• using sources to support one’s opinion
• integrating quotes into writing
• use of transitional words/expressions (“in ad-

dition...,” “on the other hand...”)

Part 2C Conversation • sustaining a short conversation (ie., answering 
questions and asking questions)

• maintaining an informal register
• vocabulary to greet a peer and take leave
• vocabulary to express interest (“I would like 

to...,” “I am interested in...”)
• pronunciation

Part 2D Cultural Comparison 
Presentation

• presenting for a longer period of time (2 mn)
• Venn Diagram and other organizational tools
• vocabulary to compare and contrast (“In 

contrast...”, “more than,” “less than,” “similarly...”)
• cultural similarities and differences between 

the target language countries and students’ 
own communities (all topics—music, arts, 
schooling, pollution...)

• pronunciation


