
The College Board publication AP and Higher Education discusses the following topics at greater 
length: how to set an AP policy, AP research studies, the development of AP courses and exams, 
and the AP Exam scoring. For more information or to request a copy of this publication, please go to 
apcentral.collegeboard.com/highered.
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As part of the AP® Program’s World Languages Initiative, the AP Japanese Language and 
Culture course was introduced in the 2006-07 academic year in high schools across the 
country, culminating in the first AP Japanese Language and Culture Exam administration 
in May 2007. The purpose of this guide is to provide college faculty and administrators with 
curricular content and sample exam questions for the new AP Japanese course and exam to 
facilitate the establishment of appropriate credit and placement policies for AP Japanese.

The Advanced Placement Program® (AP) provides motivated students with the opportunity 
to take college-level courses while still in high school. Students demonstrate their mastery 
of the curriculum by taking AP Exams—37 exams, including the new exams in Chinese 
and Japanese, are available in 22 subject areas. In 2007, more than 1.4 million students took 
AP Exams worldwide with approximately 15,500 schools participating. Of the 2.5 million 
AP Exams taken in 2007, about 145,000 were in modern languages. More than 3,000 colleg-
es and universities, including many international institutions, accept qualifying AP Exam 
scores for credit, placement, or both.

Throughout its 52-year history, the AP Program has maintained high standards of rigor 
in its courses and exams. Since its inception, AP has been a respected force in American 
education due in particular to the critical involvement of college and university faculty 
members.

Japanese Faculty Involvement in AP
College and university faculty members play a vital role in every stage of development 
and scoring of an AP course and exam, helping to ensure their high quality. Each AP 
discipline has its own Development Committee—composed of college and university 
professors and experienced AP teachers—that is responsible for creating the course 
guidelines and exam questions. College and university faculty members also serve in 
leadership positions at the annual AP Exam Reading. Within each discipline, these 
positions include that of the Chief Reader, who is responsible for establishing the 
exam-scoring guidelines and overseeing evaluation of student performances on the 
exam’s free-response questions.

“The launch of the AP Japanese Language and Culture course and examination 
is a welcome piece of news to students and instructors of Japanese in all quarters. 
This new addition to the AP Program for World Languages promises to promote 
the further spread of multiculturalism and multilingualism. And it does so at 
all levels as it calls for enhanced articulation and continuity of K–16 education 
in Japanese. With more well-qualified high school graduates who can start 
upper-division Japanese courses upon their entry to universities and colleges, 
the increase of students choosing Japanese as their major or minor subject is 
imminent. Naturally this will lead to further development of Japanese studies 
programs at colleges and universities both in quantity and quality.” 

—Sufumi So, AP Japanese Language and Culture Development Committee Chair, 
George Mason University
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How to Set an AP Policy
The College Board encourages colleges and universities to base their 
AP policy decisions on data and research, as well as on those factors 
unique to each institution, student body, and academic discipline. 
The best way for colleges and universities to determine their AP 
credit and placement policies is to conduct their own research on 
the performance of AP and non-AP students at their own institu-
tion and in their own departments.

Research on AP Foreign Language 
Student Performance
Research studies show that students who do well on an AP Exam 
are academically prepared to place out of a corresponding college 
course and move on to the next higher-level course in the disci-
pline. See Table 1 for data from a research study comparing AP 
and non-AP student performance in third-, fourth-, and fifth-level 
college Spanish courses.

Table 1: Student Performance in Third-, Fourth-, and Fifth-
Level Spanish Courses; AP Spanish Language Students 
Versus Non-AP Students 

AP 
EXAM 
GRADE

THIRD LEVEL FOURTH LEVEL FIFTH LEVEL

GPA

PERCENT 
OF 

STUDENTS 
SCORING 
AN A OR B GPA

PERCENT 
OF 

STUDENTS 
SCORING 
AN A OR B GPA

PERCENT 
OF 

STUDENTS 
SCORING 
AN A OR B

AP Students 
Who Place 
Out of Intro. 
Courses

AP 5 3.46 92 3.64 93 3.64 93

AP 4 3.67 92 3.68 96 3.68 96

AP 3 3.65 98 3.53 98 3.53 98

AP 2 3.59 98 3.43 96 3.43 96

Students 
Who 
Complete 
Intro. 
Courses

Non-
AP 3.15 81 3.29 89 3.29 89

Taking the AP course and exam stimulates further interest in the 
subject area and encourages deeper disciplinary knowledge. 

Additional research shows that students who take the AP Exams 
are significantly more likely to take further course work in the same 
subject area than students who do not take the AP Exam.  See Table 
2 for data from this research study.

Table 2: Additional College Spanish Course Work; AP Spanish 
Language Students Versus Non-AP Students 

AP 
EXAM 
GRADE

PERCENT TAKING 
ADDITIONAL SPANISH 

COURSES

AVERAGE NUMBER 
OF COLLEGE SPANISH 

COURSES TAKEN

AP Spanish 
Language 
Students

AP 5 51 1.6

AP 4 55 1.7

AP 3 49 1.5

AP 2 49 1.5

AP 1 59 1.4

Non-AP Students Non-AP 23 0.6

PDF copies of research studies on AP student performance can be 
found at professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-research/ap.

Interpreting AP Japanese 
Language and Culture 
Exam Grades
In addition to research studies that track AP students’ performance 
once they’ve entered higher education, the College Board conducts 
college comparability studies to measure the degree to which the 
AP Exams are equivalent in content and difficulty to correspond-
ing college courses. The AP Exam Grade-Setting process is estab-
lished so that the lowest composite score that earns an AP grade of 
5 is equivalent to the average score earned by college students who 
receive grades of A in a comparable course. The lowest score that 
earns an AP grade of 4 is equivalent to the average B, and the lowest 
score that earns an AP grade of 3 is equivalent to the average C.  

Eighteen colleges and universities participated in the AP Japanese 
Comparability Study conducted immediately prior to the admin-
istration of the inaugural 2007 AP Exam. These included a broad 
sample of institution types: highly selective; public and private; 
research; and liberal arts.  In each of these institutions, participating 
students were in the process of completing the term in which they 
had received approximately 300 college contact hours of Japanese 
language instruction, the point at which the AP Japanese Exam 
is targeted. The college students responded to various portions of 
the 2007 AP Exam, and their responses, along with those of the 
high school AP students, were blind-scored by the Exam Readers. 
The college students’ scores, along with their professors’ reporting 
of their final course grades, help to establish how the AP grades 
compare to college grades and to substantiate the claims set forth 
above.

The research that the College Board conducts is intended to help 
institutions and academic departments as they establish appropriate 
AP policies.  AP Central® (apcentral.collegeboard.com), the College 
Board’s online home for AP professionals, contains other resources 

AP Credit Policy Info on the Web
Information about AP credit and placement policies at more than 1,000 colleges and universities is 
available on the College Board’s Web site at www.collegeboard.com/ap/creditpolicy.
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that may assist in this process, including the Course Description, 
released exam questions, and sample student responses at different 
levels of ability.

For more information go to: 
apcentral.collegeboard.com/japanese.

 “The AP Japanese Language and Culture course and 
exam represent the culmination of nearly two decades of 
hard work by those in the Japanese teaching field to develop 
and support strong programs of articulated instruction. 
Both the course and exam are rooted in the Standards and 
address the three modes of communication and the five Cs. 
The exam will break new ground in assessing cultural as well 
as linguistic skills.  We anticipate that the new course and 
exam will strengthen instruction at all levels and facilitate 
articulation between secondary and college programs.  
Secondary students will be encouraged to pursue advanced 
level studies, and colleges and universities will benefit from 
the enrollment of increasingly well-prepared students in 
Japanese programs nationwide. We should all congratulate 
ourselves on this enormous step forward!”—Laurel Rasplica Rodd, AP Japanese Language and Culture 

Chief Reader, University of Colorado at Boulder 

The AP Japanese Language 
and Culture Course
The AP Japanese Language and Culture course is designed to be 
comparable to college/university Japanese courses that represent 
the point at which students complete approximately 300 hours 
of college-level classroom instruction. Like the corresponding 
college courses, the AP course supports students as they develop 
the productive, receptive, and cultural skills necessary to commu-
nicate with native speakers of Japanese. Students’ proficiency levels 
at the end of the course are expected to reach the Intermediate-
Low to Intermediate-Mid range, as described in the American 
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Proficiency 
Guidelines.

Firmly rooted in the Standards for Foreign Language Learning 
in the 21st Century, the course articulates its goals in terms of 
the Standards’ three modes of communication: Interpersonal, 
Interpretive, and Presentational. Employing these communication 
modes as a framework upon which to weave its content, the course 
also addresses the Standards’ other important goals: cultural 
competence; connections to other school disciplines; comparisons 
between the target language and culture and those of the learners; 
and the use of the language within a broader community beyond 
the traditional school environment. Students therefore develop 
an expanded ability to communicate in a culturally appropriate 
manner and in increasingly widening contexts. They develop the 
capacity to appreciate different ways of thinking about the world 
in general and other school subjects in particular; they come 

to a richer understanding of their own language and culture, 
developing strategies for the continued development of their own 
bilingualism; and they are able to connect with local communities 
and use technology to connect with Japanese speakers elsewhere. In 
addition to the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st 
Century, teachers also rely on their own individual state standards, 
benchmarks, curriculum frameworks, and district guidelines to 
help shape the course.

Goals
The AP Japanese Language and Culture course meets students 
where they are, both cognitively and linguistically. That is, teachers 
ensure that the themes and topics they select are developmentally 
appropriate and intellectually engaging for their students; at the 
same time, they scaffold the content in ways that make the language 
comprehensible. Often, units of instruction introduce students to a 
broad spectrum of Japanese culture. Through exposure to carefully 
scaffolded materials, students gain an introduction to contempo-
rary social, political, or educational issues; to the place of religion 
within Japanese society; or to traditional versus modern male and 
female gender roles. Scaffolding strategies also enable teachers to 
address more customary topics, such as traditional Japanese arts, 
customs, festivals, geography, and history, at deeper and richer 
levels. The often demanding texts containing these rich sources of 
information require command of a significant number of kanji; see 
the kanji list at the end of this section.

Throughout the course, as students engage these challenging topics, 
teachers design lessons that support the acquisition of a full range of 
functional language skills. Students develop the interpersonal skills 
that enable them to request information and confirm the receipt of 
information, request and give directions, and issue and respond to 
invitations, for example. They also develop more cognitively chal-
lenging functional language skills, including, but not limited to, the 
ability to compare phenomena, express opinions and preferences, 
and discuss life experiences. As students of AP Japanese Language 
and Culture, they also employ appropriate register when applying 
each of these skills, are familiar with desu/masu and da (plain) styles 
of Japanese and with keigo, and use effective keyboarding skills.

Like the AP Japanese Language and Culture Exam, the course takes 
a holistic approach to language proficiency, while at the same time 
recognizing the complex relationships among its component parts, 
including comprehension and comprehensibility; vocabulary usage; 
communication strategies; cultural awareness; and linguistic accu-
racy. Working within the context of this holistic approach to profi-
ciency, teachers attend to these various and necessary components 
in developmentally and pedagogically appropriate ways.

A typical course enables students to cultivate the following abilities. 
This specific list of course objectives is an example; different AP 
courses may have slightly different but comparable learning goals.

Interpretive—Receptive Communication: Listening, Reading

or cultural issue.
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materials on age-appropriate topics.

authentic or semi-authentic materials.

opinion on an age-appropriate social or cultural issue.

on a concrete topic relevant to the student’s daily experience.

opinion on age-appropriate social or cultural issues.
Interpersonal—Interactive Communication: Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, Writing

expressions in a culturally appropriate manner and 
with pronunciation, intonation, and a level of accuracy 
comprehensible to native speakers accustomed to dealing with 
learners of Japanese.

such a request.

orthography (kanji, spelling) and language comprehensible 
to native speakers accustomed to dealing with learners of 
Japanese.

manner, and with pronunciation, intonation, and at a level of 
accuracy comprehensible to a native speaker accustomed to 
dealing with learners of Japanese.

manner at a level of accuracy comprehensible to a native 
speaker accustomed to dealing with learners of Japanese.

invitations in a culturally appropriate manner, and with 
pronunciation, intonation, and at a level of accuracy 
comprehensible to a native speaker accustomed to dealing with 
learners of Japanese.

invitations in a culturally appropriate manner with a level of 
accuracy comprehensible to a native speaker accustomed to 
dealing with learners of Japanese.

Presentational—Productive Communication: Speaking, Writing

familiar to the student in writing on a computer.

through storytelling.

one’s own views on them.

Kanji List
For the AP Japanese Language and Culture course and exam, 
students are expected to be able to interpret and produce texts using 
the kanji on this list. It is based on a survey of commonly used text-
books and represents expectations typical of college courses that 
represent the point at which students complete approximately 300 
hours of college-level classroom instruction. This list is organized 
by JIS code, but, of course, the kanji need not be presented in this 
particular order. Kanji should be presented according to students’ 
communicative needs, as characterized by the topic, purpose, and 
other aspects of their reading and writing.
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AP Japanese teachers and principals at schools where AP 
Japanese Language and Culture is taught must certify that 
their courses follow all the requirements stipulated by the 
Development Committee, including using college-level 
materials, in order to ensure that the AP course reflects 
college-level standards.

The AP Japanese Language and Culture Exam
The AP Japanese Language and Culture Exam is approximately three 
hours in length.  It assesses the student’s level of Japanese language 
proficiency and cultural knowledge across the three communica-
tive modes outlined previously, all within the context of the five 
broad goals of the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 
21st Century.  

The exam is computer based. Each student works at an individual 
computer, which processes everything read, heard, written, or spoken 
by the student. That is, the student reads on the screen, listens through 
headphones, types using the keyboard, and speaks into a microphone. 
There is no paper component; although the student may use paper to 
take notes during the exam, the proctor will collect the notes at the end 
of the exam, and the notes will not be graded. 

There are two sections in the exam: 

Section I consists of multiple-choice questions that assess commu-
nication skills in the Interpretive mode.

Part A assesses Interpretive communication skills by requiring 
the student to answer questions about different types of listening 
stimuli.

Part B assesses Interpretive communication skills by requiring 
the student to answer questions about different types of reading 
texts.

Section II, the free-response section, assesses communication 
skills in the Interpersonal and Presentational modes by requiring 
the student to produce written and spoken responses.

Part A assesses writing in the Interpersonal mode by requiring 
the student to respond to a series of thematically linked ques-
tions as part of a simulated exchange of text-chat messages. It 
also assesses writing in the Presentational mode by requiring the 
student to compare and contrast two given experiences and to 
describe an example of a given cultural topic.

Part B assesses speaking in the Interpersonal mode by requir-
ing the student to respond to two series of thematically linked 
questions as part of two separate simulated conversations. It also 
assesses speaking in the Presentational mode by requiring the 
student to make three presentations: one announcing a school 
event, one narrating a story suggested by a series of pictures, and 
one discussing a given cultural topic.

Each part of the exam contributes a specific portion to the final AP 
grade. Grouped by communicative mode, the various parts contrib-
ute as follows: Interpretive— 50 percent, Interpersonal—25 percent, 
and Presentational—25 percent. Grouped by language modal-
ity, the various parts contribute as follows: Listening—25 percent, 
Reading—25 percent, Writing—25 percent, and Speaking—25 
percent.

Sample AP Japanese Exam Questions

Sample Listening Question

Note: In this part of the exam, the student may not toggle back and 
forth among questions.  

Students are instructed to listen to the following selection. Each selec-
tion is accompanied by a number of questions in English.  After listen-
ing to the selection once, the students will have 12 seconds to choose a 
response to each question that is best according to the selection.  

(Man A)

(Woman)

(Man A) 

(Man B) 

(Woman)

(Man B)



AP Japanese Language and Culture
6

Why does Sachiko dislike school uniforms?

(A) They are not fashionable.
(B) They are expensive.
(C) They cannot be worn to an after-school job.
(D) They are uncomfortable.

Why does Yukio like school uniforms?

(A) They show school spirit.
(B) They eliminate the need to choose clothes.
(C) They do not wear out.
(D) They have a professional style.

What does Sachiko say about her classmates?

(A) They mostly oppose uniforms.
(B) They have good fashion sense.
(C) They like to express their own tastes.
(D) They think clothes should be fun.

What does Yukio say about students’ parents?

(A) They encourage schools to require uniforms.
(B) They want their children to earn money.
(C) They are concerned about treating children equally.
(D) They need to save money.

On what point do the debaters agree?

(A) The cost of clothing
(B) Students’ part-time jobs
(C) The importance of considering parents’ needs
(D) Uniforms in elementary schools

Sample Reading Question

Note: In this part of the exam, the student may move back and forth among all the questions.  

Students are instructed to read a selection in Japanese.  Each selection is accompanied by a number of questions in English.  After reading 
the selection, the students will have 12 seconds to choose a response to each question that is best according to the selection.

Read this news article.
 

1 2

 

1 : Japanese drums

2 : Community service

According to the article, what is the benefit to students of attending 
the type of school described?

(A) They receive individual attention.
(B) Their teachers are highly qualified.
(C) They are well prepared for college.
(D) Their books and material are provided by the school.

According to the article, what stands out about Sakuradai High School?

(A) It has served as a model for other high schools.
(B) All of the students are required to do community service.
(C) There are no final exams.
(D) Teachers are very strict. 

What does the article say about classes at Sakuradai High School?

(A) Class sizes are smaller than in regular high schools.
(B) Students work in pairs to encourage each other.
(C) No elective subjects are offered.
(D) Class periods are longer than in regular high schools.
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The schools described in the article are intended for what type of students?

(A) Highly motivated students who like to study at a fast pace
(B) Students who are struggling in a regular high school
(C) Artistic students who want to focus on an art curriculum
(D) International students who need extra help with Japanese 

language
What does the writer suggest about the future of the schools 
described in the article?

(A) Their effectiveness should be evaluated.
(B) They should be incorporated into regular high schools.
(C) More such schools should be established.
(D) Large budgets are needed for such schools.

Sample Writing Question 

Note: In this part of the exam, the student may NOT move back and 
forth among questions.  

Students are instructed to participate in a simulated exchange of 
text-chat messages by writing in Japanese on the topic below. In as 
complete a manner as possible and taking into account the purpose 
and the audience described, the student should use one style consis-
tently (desu/masu or da-plain) and use kanji from the AP Japanese 
kanji list where appropriate. The student will have 90 seconds to 
write a response to each question.

You will have a conversation with Mariko Morimoto, a student in a 
Japanese school, about your future plans.

1. Respond.

2. Respond.

3. Describe a specific example.

4. Explain your preference. 

5. Justify your opinion.

6. Ask a specific question.

Sample Writing Question 

Note: In this part of the exam, the student may NOT move back and 
forth among questions.  

Students are instructed to write in Japanese a well-organized and 
coherent article that is about 300 to 400 characters or longer on the 
topic below. In as complete a manner as possible and taking into 
account the purpose and the audience described, the student should 
use one style consistently (desu/masu or da-plain) and use kanji 
from the AP Japanese kanji list where appropriate. The student will 
have 20 minutes to write.

You are writing an article for the student newspaper of your sister 
school in Japan. Write an article in which you compare and contrast 
learning Japanese and learning another subject. Based on your 
personal experience, describe at least THREE aspects of each and 
highlight the similarities and differences between learning Japanese 
and learning another subject. Also state your preference and give 
reasons for it.

Sample Speaking Question

Note: In this part of the exam, the student may NOT move back and 
forth among questions.  

Students are instructed to imagine they are making an oral presentation 
to their Japanese class.  In the presentation, the student must narrate a 
complete story as suggested by the pictures below.  The story should have 
a beginning, middle, and an end.  The student will have four minutes to 
prepare a narration while looking at the pictures.  Then, in as complete 
a manner as possible and taking into account the purpose and the audi-
ence described, the student will have two minutes to record a narration 
using complete sentences in desu/masu style.

1.    2. 

3.    4.  



Contact Us
National Office 
Advanced Placement Program 
45 Columbus Avenue 
New York, NY 10023-6992 
212 713-8066 
E-mail: ap@collegeboard.org

How to Get Involved 
There are many ways college and 
university faculty members can help 
maintain the high standards of the AP 
Program: 

comparability study

items for the AP Exam

For more information, please go 
to: apcentral.collegeboard.com/
highered/getinvolved

080082387

The College Board:  
Connecting Students to College 
Success
The College Board is a not-for-profit membership 
association whose mission is to connect 
students to college success and opportunity. 
Founded in 1900, the association is composed of 
more than 5,400 schools, colleges, universities, 
and other educational organizations. Each 
year, the College Board serves seven million 
students and their parents, 23,000 high schools, 
and 3,500 colleges through major programs 
and services in college admissions, guidance, 
assessment, financial aid, enrollment, and 
teaching and learning. Among its best-known 
programs are the SAT®, the PSAT/NMSQT®, and 
the Advanced Placement Program® (AP®). The 
College Board is committed to the principles 
of excellence and equity, and that commitment 
is embodied in all of its programs, services, 
activities, and concerns. For further information, 
visit www.collegeboard.com.
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