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All AP Exams Ranked by Difficulty: A Comprehensive Guide for Students

all ap exams ranked by difficulty is a topic that many high school students and
educators alike find intriguing and essential for academic planning. Advanced Placement
(AP) exams can significantly impact college admissions and credit, so understanding which
exams are generally considered more challenging can help students make informed
decisions about their course loads and study strategies. Whether you're a student trying to
balance your schedule or a parent guiding your child through high school, this deep dive
into AP exams ranked by difficulty will offer valuable insights.

Understanding the AP Exam Landscape

Before diving into the rankings, it’s important to understand what makes an AP exam
difficult. Difficulty can be subjective, often influenced by a student’s strengths, interests,
and the amount of preparation they commit. However, some AP exams are widely
regarded as more demanding due to their breadth of content, the complexity of skills
required, or the style of the exam questions.

Factors that contribute to the difficulty of AP exams include:

Content volume: Some exams cover a vast amount of material, requiring extensive
memorization and understanding.

Question complexity: Exams that demand higher-order thinking skills, like analysis
and synthesis, tend to be tougher.

Exam format: The balance between multiple-choice, free-response, and essay
questions can influence difficulty.

Subjective grading: Exams with essay or open-ended responses can be more
challenging due to grading variability.

With these factors in mind, let’s explore the AP exams ranked by difficulty, starting from
the most challenging to the relatively easier ones, based on student feedback, pass rates,
and expert opinion.

The Most Challenging AP Exams



1. AP Physics C: Electricity and Magnetism & Mechanics

Often cited as one of the hardest AP exams, AP Physics C requires a strong grasp of
calculus and physics concepts. The exam demands not only memorization but also
problem-solving skills that apply calculus to real-world physics scenarios. The free-
response section, in particular, is notoriously challenging because it pushes students to
explain complex phenomena and perform multi-step calculations.

2. AP Chemistry

AP Chemistry is a demanding course that covers a wide range of topics, including atomic
structure, thermodynamics, kinetics, and equilibrium. The exam tests students on both
conceptual understanding and detailed calculations. Many students struggle with the free-
response questions, which require thorough explanations and the ability to link concepts.

3. AP Calculus BC

While AP Calculus AB is challenging, the BC exam covers even more material, including
series and more advanced integration techniques. The pace is fast, and students need a
solid foundation in calculus concepts and strong problem-solving skills. The exam mixes
multiple-choice questions with free-response problems that assess depth and breadth of
understanding.

4. AP English Literature and Composition

This exam is challenging because it requires students to analyze complex literary texts and
craft well-structured, insightful essays under timed conditions. Success on this exam
depends heavily on close reading skills, a strong vocabulary, and the ability to interpret
themes, motifs, and literary devices.

5. AP United States History (APUSH)

APUSH demands mastery of a vast timeline of American history, including political, social,
and economic themes. The exam requires students to synthesize information, analyze
primary sources, and write coherent essays. The sheer volume of content and the
analytical skills required make this exam a tough endeavor.

Moderately Difficult AP Exams



6. AP Biology

AP Biology covers a broad range of topics such as genetics, evolution, cellular processes,
and ecology. While the content is extensive, many students find the exam manageable with
consistent study habits. The free-response section requires detailed explanations and the
ability to apply concepts, but it is generally considered less mathematically intensive
compared to AP Chemistry or Physics.

7. AP World History: Modern

This exam requires a good understanding of global history from 1200 CE to the present.
The difficulty lies in connecting themes across regions and eras and writing analytical
essays. It’s less content-heavy than APUSH but still requires strong critical thinking and
writing skills.

8. AP Statistics

AP Statistics is often seen as more accessible than calculus but still requires an
understanding of data analysis, probability, and interpretation of results. Many students
appreciate its practical applications but must be comfortable with formulas and the use of
a graphing calculator.

9. AP English Language and Composition

Focused on rhetoric and argumentation, this exam tests students’ abilities to analyze
nonfiction texts and craft persuasive essays. It requires strong writing skills and an
understanding of rhetorical strategies. Compared to AP Literature, it is often seen as
slightly less difficult but still demanding.

The Easier AP Exams (Relative to Others)

10. AP Psychology

AP Psychology is frequently recommended as one of the more approachable AP exams.
The course material covers fundamental psychological concepts and theories, with less
emphasis on complex problem-solving. The exam format includes multiple-choice and free-
response questions that are straightforward when the material is well understood.



11. AP Human Geography

This exam introduces students to patterns and processes that have shaped human
understanding and use of Earth's surface. It’s content-heavy but relies more on
memorization and understanding of concepts like population, culture, and urbanization.
The exam is generally considered accessible for students who consistently review the
material.

12. AP Environmental Science

AP Environmental Science combines biology, chemistry, and earth science topics. The
interdisciplinary nature makes it interesting and manageable for many students,
particularly those with a background in science. While it covers a variety of topics, the
exam questions tend to be more straightforward compared to AP Chemistry or Physics.

13. AP Studio Art (2D, 3D, Drawing)

These portfolio-based AP exams are different from traditional tests, focusing on students’
artistic skills and creativity. While not “easy” by any means, they don’t include a written
exam, which some students find less intimidating. Success depends heavily on consistent
effort and artistic talent over the course of the year.

Tips for Tackling AP Exams Based on Difficulty

No matter which AP exam you choose to take, preparation is key. Here are some general
tips tailored to the difficulty level of the exam:

For the hardest exams: Start early, focus on understanding concepts deeply, and
practice past free-response questions to get comfortable with the format.

For moderate exams: Balance memorization with application, use study groups to
discuss themes, and refine essay writing skills.

For easier or content-focused exams: Regular review and flashcards can be
highly effective, along with practice quizzes to reinforce retention.

Also, don’t underestimate the value of official College Board resources, review books, and
online practice exams. These materials can provide insight into the exam structure and
commonly tested topics.



How to Choose the Right AP Exams for You

While it’s tempting to select AP courses based solely on their difficulty, it’s essential to
consider your interests, academic strengths, and college goals. Taking an AP exam that
aligns with your passion often makes the preparation feel less burdensome. Additionally,
some colleges may value certain AP exams more highly, especially those related to your
intended major.

Balancing your course load is crucial. Taking multiple highly difficult AP exams
simultaneously can lead to burnout, so mixing in some moderate or easier AP courses can
help manage stress.

Final Thoughts on All AP Exams Ranked by
Difficulty

All AP exams ranked by difficulty can serve as a helpful guide, but remember that
“difficulty” varies widely from student to student. What feels impossible to one might be
manageable or even enjoyable to another. The key is to approach your AP classes with a
clear plan, consistent effort, and a willingness to seek help when needed.

By understanding the challenges each AP exam presents, you can tailor your study habits,
allocate your time wisely, and ultimately maximize your success on test day. Whether
tackling AP Physics C or AP Psychology, the right preparation and mindset will make all
the difference in conquering these exams and earning valuable college credit.

Frequently Asked Questions

Which AP exam is considered the most difficult?
The AP Physics C: Electricity and Magnetism exam is often considered the most difficult
due to its advanced calculus-based problems and conceptual depth.

How do students generally rank AP Calculus BC in
terms of difficulty?
AP Calculus BC is typically ranked as one of the more challenging AP exams because it
covers a broad range of topics including all of Calculus AB plus additional content like
sequences and series.

Is AP Chemistry harder than AP Biology?
Many students find AP Chemistry harder than AP Biology because it involves more
complex problem-solving, mathematical calculations, and understanding of chemical
reactions.



Where does AP English Literature rank in difficulty
compared to other AP exams?
AP English Literature is often considered moderately difficult, requiring strong analytical
and writing skills, but it is generally less challenging than STEM-focused AP exams.

Are AP exams in STEM subjects generally more difficult
than humanities exams?
AP exams in STEM subjects such as Physics, Calculus, and Chemistry are often perceived
as more difficult due to complex problem-solving and technical content, whereas
humanities exams emphasize critical thinking and writing skills.

How does the difficulty of AP Government compare to
AP US History?
AP US Government is generally viewed as less difficult than AP US History because it
covers fewer topics and requires less memorization, though both demand understanding
of political concepts and historical context.

What makes AP Physics 1 challenging for students?
AP Physics 1 is challenging because it requires understanding fundamental physics
concepts, applying mathematical formulas, and solving complex problems without the aid
of calculus.

Is AP Statistics easier than AP Calculus AB?
Many students find AP Statistics easier than AP Calculus AB because it focuses more on
data analysis and interpretation rather than abstract mathematical concepts and calculus
operations.

How do exam difficulty rankings vary based on
individual student strengths?
Exam difficulty rankings can vary widely depending on a student's aptitude and interest;
for example, a student strong in math may find AP Calculus easier than AP English
Literature, while another student may experience the opposite.

Additional Resources
All AP Exams Ranked by Difficulty: An In-Depth Analysis

all ap exams ranked by difficulty is a topic that many high school students and
educators alike frequently explore when planning academic pathways and college
applications. With over 30 Advanced Placement (AP) exams offered by the College Board,



understanding the relative challenges of each test can help students allocate their study
time effectively and choose courses that align with their strengths and college goals. This
article provides a comprehensive, data-driven ranking of all AP exams by difficulty,
blending exam scoring trends, student feedback, and course content complexity to offer an
authoritative guide.

Understanding AP Exam Difficulty

Before diving into the rankings, it is essential to define what "difficulty" entails in the
context of AP exams. Difficulty can be measured through several lenses: the average pass
rate, the percentage of students scoring a 5 (the highest score), the breadth and depth of
exam content, and subjective factors such as the required analytical skills or memorization
intensity. Additionally, the format of each exam—whether it includes essays, problem-
solving, or multiple-choice questions—impacts perceived challenge levels.

The College Board releases annual data on AP exam scores, which serve as a critical
resource in evaluating difficulty. However, since each subject attracts students with
varying backgrounds and interests, raw score averages do not tell the entire story. Thus,
this article integrates empirical data with qualitative assessments from educators and
student experiences to rank all AP exams comprehensively.

All AP Exams Ranked by Difficulty: A
Comprehensive List

Top-Tier: The Most Challenging AP Exams

These exams are widely considered the hardest due to their rigorous content, detailed
knowledge requirements, and complex problem-solving or analytical tasks.

AP Physics C: Electricity and Magnetism – Known for its heavy reliance on1.
calculus and in-depth understanding of electromagnetism, this exam demands strong
math and physics skills. The low pass rate and high dropout rate reflect its difficulty.

AP Chemistry – This exam combines conceptual understanding with extensive2.
memorization and complex lab-based questions. The multiple-choice and free-
response sections challenge students to apply theory to practical problems.

AP Calculus BC – Covering both differential and integral calculus at an advanced3.
level, this exam requires mastery of a broad range of concepts and swift problem-
solving abilities.

AP Biology – Despite being a popular choice, AP Biology demands memorization of4.
intricate biochemical processes and ecological systems, along with critical thinking



on experiments and data analysis.

AP English Literature and Composition – This exam tests students’ ability to5.
analyze complex literary texts, write coherent analytical essays, and demonstrate a
deep understanding of literary devices.

Mid-Tier: Moderately Difficult Exams

These AP exams present a balanced challenge, requiring both content knowledge and
analytical skills but generally having higher pass rates than the top-tier group.

AP United States History (APUSH) – With a vast amount of historical information
and an emphasis on essay writing, APUSH demands strong memorization and
synthesis skills.

AP English Language and Composition – Focused on rhetoric and argumentation,
this exam tests students’ ability to analyze nonfiction texts and write persuasive
essays.

AP Statistics – This exam involves understanding data collection, analysis, and
interpretation. It is accessible but requires consistent practice with real-world
applications.

AP Environmental Science – Combining biology, chemistry, and earth science, this
exam challenges students to understand environmental processes and human
impacts.

AP World History – Covering global history over millennia, this exam tests broad
knowledge and essay writing but is considered less intricate than APUSH.

Lower-Tier: Less Challenging AP Exams

These tests are generally perceived as more approachable due to more straightforward
content, higher pass rates, or less intensive analytical demands.

AP Psychology – Popular for its relatively accessible content, AP Psychology
requires understanding theories and experiments but is often rated as less difficult
than other science APs.

AP Human Geography – This exam covers spatial patterns and human-environment
interaction but involves less memorization and complex problem-solving.



AP Computer Science Principles – While it introduces programming concepts and
digital innovation, the exam emphasizes understanding over deep technical skill.

AP Spanish Language and Culture – For students with a background in Spanish,
this exam tests language proficiency through oral and written components but is less
content-heavy than some STEM exams.

AP Art History – Although it requires memorizing artists, periods, and styles, the
exam is considered manageable with consistent study of visual materials.

Factors Influencing AP Exam Difficulty Rankings

Content Complexity and Scope

AP exams covering STEM subjects like physics, chemistry, and calculus often rank higher
in difficulty due to conceptual complexity and requisite mathematical skills. For example,
AP Physics C demands an understanding of calculus-based formulas and problem-solving
in electricity and magnetism, posing a steep challenge for many students.

Conversely, subjects with broader but less technically demanding content, like AP Human
Geography or AP Psychology, tend to have higher pass rates, reflecting their comparative
accessibility.

Exam Format and Question Types

The structure of an AP exam significantly influences its difficulty. Exams with free-
response sections requiring essays or detailed problem-solving (e.g., AP English
Literature, AP Biology) are often more demanding than those relying predominantly on
multiple-choice questions.

Moreover, the presence of lab components or performance tasks, such as in AP Chemistry
and AP Physics, adds layers of complexity.

Student Preparation and Background

The difficulty of an AP exam is also subjective, depending on a student's academic
strengths and prior exposure. For example, students with strong math backgrounds may
find AP Calculus BC less challenging but struggle with AP English Literature.

Additionally, access to quality teaching resources and preparatory materials can mitigate
perceived difficulty.



Analyzing Pass Rates and Score Distributions

According to the College Board's recent annual report, the overall AP pass rate (scores of
3 or higher) hovers around 60%. However, some exams deviate significantly from this
average.

AP Physics C: Electricity and Magnetism has one of the lowest pass rates, often
under 40%, underscoring its status as one of the hardest exams.

AP Chemistry typically sees pass rates around 55%, reflecting its challenge but also
strong student preparation.

AP English Literature exams yield pass rates near 55-60%, showing the difficulty of
literary analysis and essay writing.

On the other hand, AP Psychology and AP Human Geography commonly exhibit pass
rates above 70%, indicating their relative ease.

Score distributions further demonstrate that exams like AP Calculus BC and AP Biology
have a higher percentage of 5 scores compared to AP Physics C, suggesting that while
challenging, these exams reward mastery when students are well-prepared.

Strategic Considerations for Students

Understanding all AP exams ranked by difficulty helps students make informed decisions
about which exams to take based on their interests, college requirements, and academic
strengths. For example, a student aiming for a STEM major may prioritize AP Calculus BC
and AP Chemistry despite their difficulty, while balancing with mid-tier exams like AP
Statistics.

Moreover, students should consider their available study time and support. Taking on
several top-tier difficult exams simultaneously might reduce overall performance, whereas
mixing exam difficulties can optimize success rates.

Pros and Cons of Taking Difficult AP Exams

Pros: High scores on challenging AP exams can strengthen college applications,
demonstrate subject mastery, and potentially earn more college credits.

Cons: These exams require intensive preparation and may lead to burnout if not
managed carefully. Poor performance could negatively impact GPA or confidence.



Final Thoughts on All AP Exams Ranked by
Difficulty

Ranking all AP exams by difficulty is inherently nuanced, reflecting a blend of objective
data and subjective experience. While STEM subjects like AP Physics C and AP Chemistry
consistently rank as most difficult, other exams pose unique challenges that depend
heavily on individual aptitude and preparation.

In navigating the AP landscape, students benefit from a balanced approach that
acknowledges both the rigor of certain exams and the strategic advantages of selecting
tests aligned with their academic profile. Ultimately, understanding the spectrum of AP
exam difficulty equips students to pursue their educational goals with confidence and
clarity.
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Staff, Barrons Educational Series, 2000-08 This smaller and less expensive version of Barron's
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approximately 400(?) colleges across the United States in profiles adapted from the larger book. The
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Psychological Testing Richard P. Phelps, 2009 Standardized testing is used for diagnosis,
selection, and achievement measurement by individuals in many fields, including psychology,
education, employment, and professional credentialing. Its benefits are numerous, substantial, and
scientifically proven. However, these benefits are not well articulated or well publicized.In their
technical communications, measurement specialists are generally positive about the worth of
standardized testing. Meanwhile, those who engage public debate, such as journalists and certain
special interest groups, tend to be less scientifically informed and more negative about the value of
testing. The contributors to this volume contend that most criticisms ignore readily accessible
scientific evidence and have the unfortunate effect of discrediting the entire testing
enterprise.Standardized testing bears the twin burden of controversy and complexity and is difficult
for many to understand either dispassionately or technically. In response to this reality, Richard P.
Phelps and a team of well-noted measurement specialists present this book as a platform where
they: describe the current state of public debate about testing across fields; explain and refute the
primary criticisms of testing; acknowledge the limitations and undesirable consequences of testing;
provide suggestions for improving testing practices; and, present a vigorous defense of testing and
practical vision for its promise and future.Those who are charged with translating the science of
testing into public information and policy - including administrators, social scientists, test
publishers, professors, and journalists who specialize in education and psychology - should find a
wealth of usable information here with which to balance the debate.



  all ap exams ranked by difficulty: Cincinnati Magazine , 2003-04 Cincinnati Magazine taps
into the DNA of the city, exploring shopping, dining, living, and culture and giving readers a ringside
seat on the issues shaping the region.
  all ap exams ranked by difficulty: The Asian American Achievement Paradox Jennifer Lee,
Min Zhou, 2015-06-30 Asian Americans are often stereotyped as the “model minority.” Their sizeable
presence at elite universities and high household incomes have helped construct the narrative of
Asian American “exceptionalism.” While many scholars and activists characterize this as a myth,
pundits claim that Asian Americans’ educational attainment is the result of unique cultural values. In
The Asian American Achievement Paradox, sociologists Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou offer a
compelling account of the academic achievement of the children of Asian immigrants. Drawing on
in-depth interviews with the adult children of Chinese immigrants and Vietnamese refugees and
survey data, Lee and Zhou bridge sociology and social psychology to explain how immigration laws,
institutions, and culture interact to foster high achievement among certain Asian American groups.
For the Chinese and Vietnamese in Los Angeles, Lee and Zhou find that the educational attainment
of the second generation is strikingly similar, despite the vastly different socioeconomic profiles of
their immigrant parents. Because immigration policies after 1965 favor individuals with higher
levels of education and professional skills, many Asian immigrants are highly educated when they
arrive in the United States. They bring a specific “success frame,” which is strictly defined as
earning a degree from an elite university and working in a high-status field. This success frame is
reinforced in many local Asian communities, which make resources such as college preparation
courses and tutoring available to group members, including their low-income members. While the
success frame accounts for part of Asian Americans’ high rates of achievement, Lee and Zhou also
find that institutions, such as public schools, are crucial in supporting the cycle of Asian American
achievement. Teachers and guidance counselors, for example, who presume that Asian American
students are smart, disciplined, and studious, provide them with extra help and steer them toward
competitive academic programs. These institutional advantages, in turn, lead to better academic
performance and outcomes among Asian American students. Yet the expectations of high
achievement come with a cost: the notion of Asian American success creates an “achievement
paradox” in which Asian Americans who do not fit the success frame feel like failures or racial
outliers. While pundits ascribe Asian American success to the assumed superior traits intrinsic to
Asian culture, Lee and Zhou show how historical, cultural, and institutional elements work together
to confer advantages to specific populations. An insightful counter to notions of culture based on
stereotypes, The Asian American Achievement Paradox offers a deft and nuanced understanding how
and why certain immigrant groups succeed.
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