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MASTERING
PSYCHOLOGY AP
EDITION
ZIMBARDO
VOCABULARY FOR
EXAM SUCCESS

When preparing for the
Advanced  Placement
Psychology  exam,  few
r e s o u r c e s  a r e  a s
authoritative  as  the
P s y c h o l o g y  A P
Edition  co-authored
by Philip G. Zimbardo,
Robert L. Johnson, and
Vivian  McCann.  This
textbook  is  renowned
f o r  i t s  c l e a r

explanations,  real-
world  applications,
and—cr i t i ca l l y— i t s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
coverage  of  essential
te rmino logy .  The
phrase  Psychology
AP Edition Zimbardo
Vocabulary  is  more
than a search term; it
r e p r e s e n t s  a
systematic  body  of
knowledge  that  every
serious  AP  student
must  in terna l i ze .
M a s t e r i n g  t h i s
vocabulary is not about
rote memorization; it’s
a b o u t  b u i l d i n g  a
mental framework that
allows you to think like
a  p s y c h o l o g i s t ,
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interpret  complex
scenarios,  and  earn  a
h igh  score  on  the
exam.
Whether you are a self-
studying  student  or
en ro l l ed  i n  an  AP
Psychology  course,
understanding the key
terms from Zimbardo’s
edition  can  make  the
difference  between  a
score of 3 and a 5. This
article will explain why
t h e  v o c a b u l a r y
matters ,  how  i t  i s
o r g a n i z e d  i n  t h e
textbook, and how you
can  study  it  effectively
to  maximize  retention
and application.

WHY VOCABULARY
IS THE BACKBONE
OF AP
PSYCHOLOGY

AP Psychology is often
considered  a  content-
heavy  course,  with
dozens  of  terms  to
learn  across  fourteen

units.  However,  the
exam does not simply
ask  you  to  define
terms;  it  requires  you
to apply them to novel
situations,  recognize
e x a m p l e s ,  a n d
differentiate  between
similar  concepts.  The
P s y c h o l o g y  A P
Edition  Zimbardo
Vocabulary  provides
the  precise  language
needed to do this. For
instance,  you  may
need  to  distinguish
between  class ical
cond i t i on ing  and
operant  conditioning,
or between conformity
a n d  o b e d i e n c e .
Without a firm grasp of
the  core  definitions
and nuances,  you risk
l o s i n g  p o i n t s  o n
m u l t i p l e - c h o i c e
questions  and  free-
response  essays.
Moreover,  Zimbardo’s
textbook  is  structured
around key terms that
appear  repeatedly  in
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AP  exam  materials.
The  authors  have
ca re fu l l y  chosen
vocabulary  that  aligns
w i t h  t h e  C o l l e g e
Board’s  curriculum
framework. By focusing
on  these  terms,  you
are essentially learning
t h e  “ l a n g u a g e  o f
p s y c h o l o g y ” — a
necessary  tool  for
analyzing  research
studies,  evaluating
t h e o r i e s ,  a n d
communicating  your
understanding  clearly.

The Role
of
Zimbardo
’s
Approach

in
Vocabular
y
Acquisitio
n
Philip  Zimbardo  is  a
renowned psychologist
best  known  for  the
S t a n f o r d  P r i s o n
Experiment,  but  his
textbook’s approach to
vocabulary  is  equally
influential.  Rather  than
presenting  dry  lists,
the  Psychology  AP
E d i t i o n  e m b e d s
vocabulary  within
engaging  narratives,
landmark  studies,  and
applied examples. This
contextual  learning
helps  students  anchor
n e w  t e r m s  i n
memorable stories. For
example,  the  term
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cognitive dissonance is
explained  through
Leon Festinger’s classic
study, making it easier
to  reca l l  both  the
definition  and  its
application.
The  textbook  a lso
includes  bolded  key
terms in each chapter,
followed by  a  running
g l o s s a r y  a n d  a
comprehensive end-of-
book  glossary.  Using
t h e s e  f e a t u r e s
strategically  is  a  key
part  of  mastering  the
vocabulary.  Students
who  simply  read  the
bolded  words  without
engaging  with  the
surrounding text  often
s t r u g g l e  w i t h
application.  Instead,
treat  each  term  as  a
concept that you must
be  able  to  explain  to
s o m e o n e  e l s e ,
comp le te  w i th  an
original  example.

CORE UNITS AND
ESSENTIAL
VOCABULARY
FROM ZIMBARDO’S
AP EDITION

The  Psychology  AP
Edition  Zimbardo
Vocabulary  spans  all
major  units  of  the  AP
course.  Below  are
some  o f  t he  mos t
critical  units  and  key
te rms  you  shou ld
priorit ize.

Scientific
Foundatio
ns of
Psycholo
gy
This unit sets the stage
for  the  entire  course.
K e y  v o c a b u l a r y
includes  empiricism,
s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,
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f u n c t i o n a l i s m ,
b e h a v i o r i s m ,
psychoanalytic  theory,
humanistic psychology,
a n d  c o g n i t i v e
n e u r o s c i e n c e .
Zimbardo  provides
historical  context  for
each,  he lp ing  you
understand  how  the
field evolved. You must
also  know  research
methods:  independent
variable,  dependent
variable,  confounding
var iab le ,  random
assignment, correlation
coefficient,  and
statistical  significance.
Mastering these terms
is  non-negot iab le
because they reappear
in nearly every unit.

Biological
Bases of

Behavior
Here  you  encounter
terms such as neuron,
s y n a p s e ,
neurotransmitter  (with
specific  examples  like
d o p a m i n e  a n d
serotonin),  central
n e r v o u s  s y s t e m ,
peripheral  nervous
system ,  endocrine
system,  and  genetics.
Zimbardo’s  text  often
uses  diagrams  and
case  studies  (e.g.,
Ph ineas  Gage )  t o
i l l u s t r a t e  b r a i n
structures  l ike  the
frontal lobe, amygdala,
and  hippocampus .
Understanding  these
terms  allows  you  to
answer  quest ions
about  how  biological
processes  influence
behavior  and  mental
processes.
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Sensation
and
Perceptio

n
This  unit  introduces
vocabulary  related  to
the  senses:  absolute
threshold,  difference
threshold ,  sensory
a d a p t a t i o n ,
transduction,  top-down
processing,  bottom-up
processing,  perceptual
s e t ,  a n d  g e s t a l t
principles.  Zimbardo’s
inclusion  of  optical
illusions and real-world
examples (e.g., why we
misjudge  distance)
makes  these  terms
stick.  Psychology AP
Edition  Zimbardo
Vocabulary  in  this
unit  is  especially  rich
b e c a u s e  i t  t i e s
together biological and

cognitive perspectives.

Cognition
and
Memory
Key  terms  inc lude
encoding,  storage,
retrieval,  short-term
memory,  long-term
memory ,  imp l i c i t
memory ,  exp l i c i t
memory,  chunking,
m n e m o n i c s ,  a n d
r e t r o a c t i v e
i n t e r f e r e n c e .
Zimbardo’s chapter on
memory  uses  t he
classic case of patient
H.M. to explain the role
of  the  hippocampus.
F l a s h c a r d s  a n d
pract ice  tests  are
extremely  effective  for
these  terms  because
many  are  process-
based and require you
to distinguish between
similar concepts.
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Develop
mental
Psycholo
gy
You  wil l  encounter
t e r m s  s u c h  a s
attachment  (and  the
s t y l e s :  s e c u r e ,
avoidant,  anxious),
a s s i m i l a t i o n ,
accommodation, object
p e r m a n e n c e ,
preoperational  stage,
formal  operational
stage,  identity  versus
role  confusion,  and
moral  development.
Zimbardo’s  text  often
p r e s e n t s
developmental theories
side  by  side  (Piaget,
Erikson,  Kohlberg,
V y g o t s k y ) ,  a n d
m a s t e r i n g  t h e
vocabulary  requires
understanding  how

each  theorist  defines
k e y  c o n c e p t s
differently.

Social
Psycholo
gy
This is one of the most
exam-tested  units.
Critical  vocabulary
includes  fundamental
attribution  error,  self-
serving bias,  cognitive
d i s s o n a n c e ,
conformity,  obedience,
g r o u p t h i n k ,
d e i n d i v i d u a t i o n ,
bystander effect, social
loafing,  and  prejudice.
Z i m b a r d o ’ s  o w n
S t a n f o r d  P r i s o n
E x p e r i m e n t  i s  a
centerpiece  here,  and
understanding  the
vocabulary around it is
essential  for  free-
response  questions.
Many  students  find
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these  terms  intuitive
because they relate to
everyday  experiences,
but  precise  definitions
are  still  required.

Other
Important
Units
Uni t s  on  learn ing
( c l a s s i c a l / o p e r a n t
c o n d i t i o n i n g ,
r e i n f o r c e m e n t
schedules),  motivation
and  emotion  (intrinsic
v s .  e x t r i n s i c
motivation,  James-
Lange vs. Cannon-Bard
theories),  personality
(id, ego, superego, trait
theories,  Big  Five),
abnormal  psychology
(DSM-5,  specific
disorders  like  major
depressive  disorder,
generalized  anxiety
d i s o r d e r ,
schizophrenia),  and

t r e a t m e n t
( p s y c h o t h e r a p y ,
biomedical therapy) all
contain  high-yield
v o c a b u l a r y  t h a t
appears in  Zimbardo’s
edition.

EFFECTIVE
STRATEGIES FOR
STUDYING
ZIMBARDO
VOCABULARY

Simply  reading  the
glossary is not enough.
To truly internalize the
P s y c h o l o g y  A P
Edition  Zimbardo
Vocabulary, you need
a multi-sensory, active
approach.  Here  are
severa l  research-
backed  strategies.

1. Create
Concept



Psychology Ap Edition Zimbardo
Vocabulary 9

9

Maps and
Visual
Organizer

s
For  each unit,  draw a
concept map that links
key terms together. For
e x a m p l e ,  i n  t h e
biological unit, connect
neuron  to  dendrite,
axon,  myelin  sheath,
a n d  s y n a p s e .
V i s u a l i z i n g
relationships helps you
see  the  big  picture
r a t h e r  t h a n
memorizing  isolated
definitions.

2. Use
Flashcard

s with
Examples
O n  o n e  s i d e  o f  a
flashcard,  write  the
term;  on  the  other,
write  a  clear  definition
A N D  a n  o r i g i n a l
example  (e.g. ,  for
n e g a t i v e
reinforcement:  "Taking
a  headache  p i l l  to
r e m o v e  p a i n " ) .
Zimbardo’s  textbook
p r o v i d e s  m a n y
examples  you  can
adapt.  Review  these
cards  regularly  using
spaced repetition apps
like Anki.

3.
Practice
with Real
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AP
Questions
Work through multiple-
choice  questions  and
past  free-response
prompts. Pay attention
to how terms are used
in context. The College
Board ’ s  re leased
exams are ideal. When
you encounter  a  term
you don’t know, look it
up  in  your  Zimbardo
textbook  immediately
and  note  the  page
number.

4. Teach
the
Terms to
Someone

Else
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
effective  methods is  to
explain  a  term  to  a
study partner  or  even
to  yourself  out  loud.
For  example,  describe
w h a t  o p e r a n t
conditioning  is  and
then give an example
from  Zimbardo’s  text
about shaping a dog’s
behavior.  Teaching
forces you to organize
your  knowledge  and
identify  gaps.

5. Use
the
Textbook’
s End-of-
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Chapter
Features
E a c h  c h a p t e r  i n
Z i m b a r d o ’ s
P s y c h o l o g y  A P
Edition  includes  a
“Key  Terms”  l i s t ,
review  questions,  and
a  “Tes t  Yourse l f ”
section. Use these as a
b a s e l i n e  s e l f -
assessment.  If  you
cannot define a term in
your  own  words  or
produce  an  example,
review  that  section
again.

6. Create
Mnemoni
cs and

Acronyms
For lists of terms (e.g.,
the stages of sleep or
Piaget’s stages), create
memorable  acronyms.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t o
remember the Big Five
personal i ty  t ra i ts
( O p e n n e s s ,
Consc ient iousness ,
E x t r a v e r s i o n ,
A g r e e a b l e n e s s ,
Neurot ic ism),  use
OCEAN.  Zimbardo’s
text  often  highlights
such  mnemonics,  but
creating  your  own  is
even more effective.

COMMON PITFALLS
WHEN LEARNING
AP PSYCHOLOGY
VOCABULARY

E v e n  d e d i c a t e d
students  can  fall  into
traps.  One  common
mistake  is  confusing
similar  terms, such as
negative reinforcement
with  punishment,  or
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absolute threshold with
difference  threshold.
The  Psychology  AP
Edition  Zimbardo
V o c a b u l a r y  i s
designed  to  clarify
these  dist inct ions
through  contrasting
examples.  Make  sure
you  can  explain  the
difference  in  your  own
words.
Another  p i t fa l l  i s
f o c u s i n g  o n l y  o n
definitions  without
understanding  how
t e r m s  a p p l y  t o

different  contexts.  The
A P  e x a m  o f t e n
p r e s e n t s  a  b r i e f
scenario and asks you
t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e
psychological  concept
at work. For instance, a
s c e n a r i o  a b o u t  a
student  who  studies
harder  after  getting  a
poor  g rade  might
il lustrate  negative
reinforcement  (if  the
poor grade is removed
b y  s t u d y i n g )  o r
punishment (if the poor
grade  is  an  aversive
consequence


