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I. What is this guide and who is it for?

This is a guide for superintendents, chief academic officers (CAO) and their deputies who are
working to improve college-readiness among high-school students, particularly low-income
students and students of color, by increasing access to Advanced Placement (AP) coursework
and exams.

The guide draws on effective practices from organizations1 nationwide that have implemented
strategies to both increase AP enrollment and increase the number of students scoring a 3 or
higher on AP exams. It focuses on short-term (zero to three years) intervention strategies proven
effective for identifying, preparing and motivating increasing numbers of students to succeed in
AP programs. Longer-term (three or more years), comprehensive strategies such as curriculum
re-design from K-8, better alignment of coursework across yearly transitions, etc., are largely
outside the scope of this document.

Specifically, this document addresses how school districts can:

· Set aggressive, but attainable goals for expanding AP participation and success
· Garner support from parents, teachers, students and administrators for an expanded

AP program
· Identify additional students who are likely to succeed in AP courses
· Provide training and support to AP teachers and students
· Assign staff leaders for a district-wide AP expansion effort
· Select meaningful incentives to motivate teachers and students
· Obtain funding for an expanded AP program

1 A special thanks to the organizations contributing to this guide, which include A+ College Ready (Jefferson
County Schools, Ala.); ACT Inc., Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, N.C.; College Board; Duval County Schools,
Fla.; Edison Learning, Fairfax County Public Schools, Va.; Guilford County Schools, N.C.; International
Baccalaureate, Knox County Schools, Tenn.; Long Beach United School District, Calif.; Montgomery County
Schools, Md.; National Center for Educational Achievement, National Math & Science Initiative; Northside
Independent School District, Texas; Pflugerville Independent School District, Texas; Rochester Public Schools,
N.Y.; San Diego Unified School District, Calif.; and San Francisco Unified School District, Calif. Thanks also to
Emily Chiswick-Patterson who was instrumental in writing this manuscript.
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II. Why address AP access?

Recent research shows a correlation between the rate of students taking and scoring a 3 or higher
on AP exams and the rate of students graduating from college.2 Yet, according to the College
Board, though 60 percent of high school graduates go to college, only 21 percent of high school
graduates take even one AP or International Baccalaureate (IB) course. These statistics highlight
the gap between the number of students with college aspirations and the number of students
actually completing high school courses that will prepare them for rigorous college coursework.

Furthermore, gaps exist between the number of African-American, Latino and low-income
students and their white and more affluent when it comes to taking AP exams and scoring a 3 or
higher on those exams. A state-wide study conducted in Texas by the National Center for
Education Accountability found that six-year college graduation rates rose from approximately
15 percent for African-American and Hispanic students to more than 60 percent if they scored a
3 or higher on at least one AP exam. 3

In response to this challenge, many school districts are mobilizing to implement AP access
programs, expand AP training for teachers, launch awareness campaigns for parents and
students, identify more and more candidates for advanced academic programs and even, in some
cases, provide monetary incentives for students who succeed in rigorous academic programs.
The College Board itself has encouraged teachers, AP coordinators and school administrators to
make equitable access a guiding principle for their AP programs. These efforts only touch the tip
of the iceberg; most districts across the country are still struggling to achieve broader AP access
for their students.

The diagram on the following page illustrates how our nation’s students face barriers to AP
participation and success at every step along the way. For every 100 kindergarteners entering
school, we can expect that no more than 11 will ever pass an AP exam, thus demonstrating their
ability to handle rigorous college-level coursework. It is our hope that the strategies captured
within this guide will be used expand AP access and AP success for all students, particularly for
low-income and minority youth.

2 “Preparing Students for Advanced Placement: It’s a P-12 Issue,” Chrys Dougherty and Lynn Mellor, Harvard
Education Press, 2009.
3 “Operations Manual,” National Math and Science Initiative.
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Student attrition en route to success with AP courses & exams4

4 See Appendix A for methodology used to generate this chart.
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III. Steps to increasing AP participation: Establish a
foundation

Districts must commit to two things to establish a foundation for increasing AP participation and
success: (1) appoint a “champion” of AP expansion at the central office and (2) set clear and
aggressive goals for the AP expansion effort that are shared widely throughout the district.

A. Appoint a district-wide “champion” to oversee AP expansion

Objective: Enlist a qualified district-wide AP coordinator as early as possible
Key Players: Superintendent
Cost: Salary for district-wide AP coordinator (up to $80,000 fully-loaded5)
Time Required: two to four months (depending on amount of time needed for hiring)

Rationale:

Appointing a district-wide AP coordinator, or “champion,” establishes a single point of
accountability and signals the importance of the work. The AP coordinator also provides a
conduit for communication among schools both vertically (K-12) and horizontally (all high
schools together, all middle schools together, etc.) and serves as a resource for school-based AP
coordinators and teachers.

Procedure:

The job description for the district-wide AP coordinator should clearly specify that the AP
coordinator has primary responsibility for the initial rollout of a district-wide AP expansion
program. The description would include language like:

· The AP coordinator will have passion, drive and commitment to hold principals, teachers
and school counselors accountable for each piece of the expansion plan.

· The ideal candidate will be an accomplished AP teacher/coach and/or principal of a
school with high AP performance rates, but this is not an absolute requirement.

· The AP coordinator will work closely with subject-area AP coaches and principals to
devise and roll out a multi-year expansion plan, including designing internal professional
development workshops, identifying external training opportunities, and obtaining
funding for training and incentives for both teachers and students.

5 Cost will vary greatly by state and district. The amount listed reflects salary in a major urban center such as New
York or Chicago.
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Example:
The Example Union School District6 (EUSD), located in California, is home to
85,000 K-12 students, 20,000 of whom are in high school (10 high schools total).
The school board has recently appointed a new superintendent, Mr. Brown.
Wanting to get an AP expansion program running immediately, Mr. Brown tasks
the chief academic officer (CAO) with this work. The chief academic officer,
knowing that her time is too limited to take on this assignment on her own,
promotes Ms. Green to spearhead the project. Ms. Green has been a successful
AP teacher for 10 years in one of the district’s high schools where she was widely
recognized for increasing the number of low-income, Latino and African-
American students taking AP courses at her school.

In most cases, superintendents select the district-wide AP coordinator from a pool of internal
candidates, rather than through an external search, largely due to time considerations. Internal
searches typically take two months. External searches can take up to four months.

See Appendix B for an example of a job description for a district-wide AP coordinator.

Real-World Examples:

Terry Grier, former superintendent of Guilford County Schools, N.C.—currently the
superintendent of Houston Independent School District—delegated primary responsibility for AP
expansion to his chief high school improvement officer, and the two worked closely together to
roll out expansion strategies in the district.

Some districts hire a non-profit organization to manage much of the work that an AP coordinator
would otherwise perform. For instance, when Jefferson County Schools, Ala.  received a grant
from A+ College Ready through the National Math & Science Initiative (NMSI) to expand the
number of students taking and receiving a 3 or greater on AP exams, A+ College Ready
managed the funding, programming and data analysis/program evaluation of the district’s AP
program.

6 Example Union School District is a theoretical district, a conglomeration of several real life examples. It will be
used throughout this tool in order to illustrate how a district might address the steps and issues of AP expansion.
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B. Set aggressive but attainable district-wide goals

Objective: Define a precise set of outcomes that will constitute continuing success
of the program

Key Players: Superintendent, district-wide AP coordinator, school board, central
office instructional team

Cost: None
Time Required: One month

Rationale:

Increasing the number of students prepared to succeed in an AP-level curriculum often requires a
cultural shift among teachers and principals (and often among students themselves). Such a shift
is easier to achieve if the superintendent demonstrates a major commitment to expanded AP
enrollment throughout the district, sets clear goals with aggressive targets and communicates
them to principals, teachers, students, parents and the general public. These goals can be set as
part of a larger strategic plan, or can be announced as a separate AP-focused initiative.

Procedure:

Step 1: Gather and analyze baseline data

Review the most recent data on the number of AP teachers, courses and exams taken throughout
the district. The data should be analyzed for the district as a whole, as well as broken out by
gender, race, Free and Reduced-Price School Lunch (FRSL) status, English Language Learner
(ELL) status, and special education/learning disability status. The initial data will highlight any
existing performance gaps based on these categories, and will serve as baseline data for setting
annual targets for the AP expansion initiative.

Example:
Having read that success on at least one AP exam (a score of 3 or higher)
correlates with college success, Mr. Brown decides that increasing AP
participation and access will be one of his first major initiatives as the new
superintendent of EUSD, and includes it as part of the district’s strategic plan. To
set aggressive but attainable goals, he assignes a deputy in the district’s research
and evaluation department to collect historical AP data broken down by ethnicity
(note that he intends to do the same to examine ELL populations, FRSL, etc.), the
result of which was a series of tables (see Appendix C for full detail). Table 1,
below, is an excerpt showing the 10 high schools in the district.
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Table 1: EUSD High School Statistics

In examining the data, Mr. Brown and Ms. Green quickly notice that four of the
10 high schools in EUSD offer no AP courses (Schools #7-10), four offer only
three courses (Schools #3-6), and the remaining two magnet schools (Schools #1
and 2) offer more than 10 each, a striking disparity among schools across the
system.
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