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MASTERING THE AMERICAN
LITERATURE CLEP EXAM: YOUR
COMPREHENSIVE STUDY GUIDE

The College Level Examination Program
(CLEP)  offers  a  valuable  opportunity  for
students  to  earn  college  credit  by
demonstrating  knowledge  gained
through  independent  study,  prior
coursework,  or  life  experience.  Among
the  most  popular  CLEP  exams  is  the
American  Literature  CLEP.  This  exam
covers the breadth of American writing
from  colonial  times  to  the  present,
testing  your  ability  to  analyze  texts,
understand  literary  movements,  and
recognize  major  authors.  Whether  you
are  a  self-taught  enthusiast  or  a
traditional student looking to accelerate
your  degree,  a  wel l -s t ructured
American  Literature  CLEP  study
guide  is  essential  for  success.  This
article  provides  a  comprehensive
roadmap to help you prepare effectively,
covering  key  content  areas,  study
strategies,  and  practical  tips  to  boost
your confidence on test day.

UNDERSTANDING THE AMERICAN
LITERATURE CLEP EXAM

Before diving into study materials, it is
crucial  to  understand  the  exam’s
structure  and  content.  The  American
Literature CLEP exam is administered by
the  College  Board  and  consists  of

approximately  100  multiple-choice
questions  to  be  completed  in  90
minutes.  The  exam  is  divided  into
several  content  areas  that  reflect  the
chronological and thematic evolution of
American literature.

Exam Content
Breakdown
The College Board provides  a  detailed
outline of the topics covered. The exam
typically breaks down as follows:

10%–20% on the Colonial and
Early National Period (1620–1820)
25%–35% on the Romantic Period
and Transcendentalism
(1820–1865)
15%–25% on the Realism,
Naturalism, and Regionalism
Period (1865–1915)
15%–25% on the Modernist Period
(1915–1945)
10%–20% on the Contemporary
Period (1945–Present)

In addition to chronological periods, the
exam tests your ability to identify and
analyze  literary  devices,  themes,  and
historical  contexts.  Questions  often
require you to read short passages and
answer questions about authorial intent,
style,  and  significance.  Therefore,  your
American  Literature  CLEP  study
guide  should not only list authors and
works but also develop your analytical

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 American Literature Clep Study Guide 2025-08-24

reading skills.

ESSENTIAL AUTHORS AND
WORKS TO KNOW

A deep familiarity with canonical authors
and  representative  works  is  non-
negotiable.  Whi le  no  l ist  can  be
exhaustive,  the  following  authors  and
texts appear frequently on the exam and
should  form  the  backbone  of  your
review.

Colonial and
Early National
Period
This era is shaped by religious writings,
po l i t ica l  documents ,  and  ear ly
narratives.  Key  figures  include:

Anne Bradstreet – America’s first
published poet; know “The Tenth
Muse Lately Sprung Up in
America” and her domestic poems.
Jonathan Edwards – A preacher
of the Great Awakening;
remember “Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God.”
Benjamin Franklin – His
“Autobiography” and “Poor
Richard’s Almanack” are essential
for understanding Enlightenment
thought in America.
Thomas Paine – “Common
Sense” and “The American Crisis”
are pivotal to revolutionary
rhetoric.

The Romantic

Period and
Transcendentalis
m
Often considered the first  flowering of  a
distinctly American literature, this period
is  defined  by  a  focus  on  individualism,
nature,  and  emotion.  Critical  authors
include:

Ralph Waldo Emerson – “Self-
Reliance” and “Nature” are central
texts of Transcendentalism.
Henry David Thoreau –
“Walden” and “Civil Disobedience”
continue to influence
environmental and political
thought.
Nathaniel Hawthorne – “The
Scarlet Letter” and “Young
Goodman Brown” exemplify dark
romanticism and moral
complexity.
Herman Melville – “Moby-Dick”
stands as a masterpiece, but also
know “Bartleby, the Scrivener.”
Edgar Allan Poe – His short
stories (“The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The
Fall of the House of Usher”) and
poetry (“The Raven”) are staples.
Walt Whitman – “Leaves of
Grass,” especially “Song of
Myself,” broke poetic conventions.
Emily Dickinson – Her concise,
innovative poems on death,
nature, and immortality appear
often on the exam.

Realism,
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Naturalism, and
Regionalism
After  the  Civil  War,  American  writers
turned to a more objective, often gritty
depiction of life. Pay attention to:

Mark Twain – “The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn” is essential; also
know “The Celebrated Jumping
Frog of Calaveras County.”
Henry James – His psychological
realism is evident in “Daisy Miller”
and “The Turn of the Screw.”
Stephen Crane – “The Red Badge
of Courage” and his short story
“The Open Boat.”
Kate Chopin – “The Awakening”
and “The Story of an Hour” are
landmarks of early feminist
literature.
Charles W. Chesnutt – His
stories exploring race, such as
“The Goophered Grapevine,” are
important.
Lorraine Hansberry – Though
mid-20th Century, her play “A
Raisin in the Sun” often appears in
this section due to its social
realism.

Modernist Period
Modernism  shattered  traditional  forms
and embraced fragmentation, stream of
consciousness, and disillusionment. Key
names include:

Robert Frost – Know poems like
“The Road Not Taken,” “Stopping
by Woods on a Snowy Evening,”
and “Mending Wall.”
T.S. Eliot – “The Waste Land” and
“The Love Song of J. Alfred

Prufrock” are high-impact works.
F. Scott Fitzgerald – “The Great
Gatsby” is a staple of the
American Dream critique.
Ernest Hemingway – His sparse
style is exemplified in “The Sun
Also Rises” and “A Farewell to
Arms.”
William Faulkner – “The Sound
and the Fury” and “Barn Burning”
demonstrate complex narrative
techniques.
Zora Neale Hurston – “Their
Eyes Were Watching God” is a
cornerstone of African American
literature.
John Steinbeck – “The Grapes of
Wrath” and “Of Mice and Men”
capture the Dust Bowl era.

Contemporary
Period
From 1945 onward, American literature
became  even  more  diverse,  featuring
postmodernism,  multicultural  voices,
and  experimentation.  Focus  on:

Arthur Miller – “Death of a
Salesman” and “The Crucible.”
Tennessee Williams – “A
Streetcar Named Desire” and “The
Glass Menagerie.”
Ralph Ellison – “Invisible Man”
explores identity and race.
Toni Morrison – “Beloved” and
“The Bluest Eye” are powerful and
frequently tested.
Alice Walker – “The Color
Purple.”
Don DeLillo – “White Noise”
represents postmodern critique of
media.
Maxine Hong Kingston – “The
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Woman Warrior” is a key Asian
American text.
Sandra Cisneros – “The House on
Mango Street” is a modern
coming-of-age classic.

EFFECTIVE STUDY STRATEGIES
FOR THE CLEP AMERICAN
LITERATURE EXAM

Building a robust American Literature
CLEP study guide requires more than
just  reading  lists.  Here  are  actionable
strategies to maximize your learning and
retention.

Create a
Chronological
Timeline
Because  the  exam  is  organized
historically, constructing a timeline helps
you visualize the progression of literary
movements.  For  each period,  note the
dominant themes, key historical events
(such  as  the  Civil  War,  Industrial
Revolution, World Wars), and how they
influenced  writers.  This  contextual
knowledge will help you deduce answers
even  when  you’re  unsure  about  a
specific  text.

Practice Active
Reading and
Note-Taking
Reading summaries alone is  insufficient.
Obtain a CLEP American Literature test
prep book or use online resources with
passage-based  questions.  When  you
encounter  a  text,  identify  the  author,

period,  and  likely  themes.  Write  short
annotations:  What  is  the  tone?  What
l i terary  devices  are  used  (e.g. ,
metaphor, irony, symbolism)? How does
the passage reflect the larger movement
(e.g., realism’s focus on everyday life)?
This  active  engagement  deepens
comprehension.

Use Flashcards
for Authors and
Works
Memorize key details through flashcards.
On one  side,  write  the  author’s  name
and a  noteworthy  work;  on  the  other,
include a brief description, period, and
thematic  significance.  For  example:
“Hawthorne  –  The  Scarlet  Letter  –
Romanticism,  explores  guilt  and sin  in
Puritan  New  England.”  Review  these
regularly,  especially  for  authors  you’re
less familiar with.

Take Diagnostic
and Practice
Exams
The  CLEP  official  website  offers  sample
questions, and many prep books include
full-length  practice  tests.  Taking  a
diagnostic test at the beginning of your
study  will  highlight  your  weak  areas.
Then ,  s imu la te  t he  r ea l  exam
environment  by  timing  yourself.  After
each practice test, review every question
you missed—understand why the  right
answer is correct and why the distractors
are  wrong.  This  is  the  fastest  way  to
improve.
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RECOMMENDED RESOURCES FOR
YOUR CLEP AMERICAN
LITERATURE STUDY GUIDE

Investing in quality materials can save
you  time  and  ensure  you  cover  all
testable topics. Here are some top-notch
resources:

Official College
Board Resources

CLEP Official Study Guide –
Available from the College Board
website, this guide includes
sample questions from all CLEP
exams, including American
Literature. It is the most
authoritative source.
CLEP American Literature Fact
Sheet – Free PDF that lists exam
topics and recommended
percentages. Use it as a checklist.

Reputable Test
Prep Books

“CLEP American Literature” by
REA (Research & Education
Association) – This is a
comprehensive review with two
practice exams. It includes
detailed explanations for each
answer, making it a strong self-
study tool.
“Barron’s CLEP American
Literature” – Another popular
option with diagnostic tests,
flashcards, and online practice.

Online Resources
and Study
Groups

Modern States – This free online
platform offers a full “American
Literature” course designed to
prepare you for the CLEP. They
provide video lectures, readings,
and a voucher to take the exam
for free.
Quizlet – Search for “CLEP
American Literature” to find user-
created flashcard sets covering
authors, works, and literary terms.
Khan Academy – While not CLEP-
specific, their US History sections
can help you contextualize the
literature.
Study.com – Offers a CLEP
American Literature study guide
with short video lessons and
practice quizzes.

KEY LITERARY TERMS AND
CONCEPTS

T h e  e x a m  o f t e n  t e s t s  y o u r
understanding  of  literary  analysis
vocabulary. These terms appear across
quest ions,  so  add  them  to  your
American  Literature  CLEP  study
guide:

Allegory – A story with a hidden
political or moral meaning (e.g.,
“Young Goodman Brown”).
Iambic pentameter – Common in
poetry, especially Frost and
Dickinson.
Stream of consciousness –
Characteristic of Modernist writers
like Faulkner and Woolf.
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Regionalism – A focus on a
specific geographical area, seen in
Twain (Mississippi River) and Sarah
Orne Jewett (Maine).
Transcendentalism – The belief

in inherent goodness of people and
nature, opposition to societal
conformity.
Dark Romanticism


