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Summary
There is a large body of research on the success of Advanced Placement (AP) students who enroll in
post-secondary institutions. Some of it points to better outcomes for students who enter a college
or university with AP credit; however, research published by the College Board is among the most
frequently cited and this organization has a strong interest in promoting the AP program. This
document provides a brief overview of research related to AP and student outcomes. It is not an
exhaustive review of the literature on this topic, but it provides a balanced view of the research by
referencing College Board studies as well as independent research studies.

The review of the literature reveals varied findings regarding the impact of AP on student
outcomes. It has been reported that AP students have higher retention and completion rates and
higher GPAs than students who have no AP experience; however, when researchers control for
academic ability and socioeconomic characteristics, the results are less conclusive. Also, when
better outcomes for AP students are found, the differences are sometimes minimal or significant for
only a small number of students (e.g. students with a large number of AP credits). There are also
many questions that are largely unanswered, which adds to the lack of certainty about how well AP
students perform in college.

Introduction
There is an extensive body of research on the success of Advanced Placement (AP) students who
enroll in post-secondary institutions. AP proponents often claim that students who receive AP
credit fare better than other students in terms of grade point average, retention, graduation, and
time to degree. However, research published by the College Board is among the most frequently
cited. This organization has a strong interest in promoting the AP program, as it generates millions
in revenue by administering AP exams.

The College Board publications consistently report positive outcomes for AP students. While these
studies should not be automatically dismissed, a more inclusive review of the literature offers a less
definitive picture of student success. This brief provides an overview of research related to AP and
student outcomes. It is not an exhaustive review of the literature on this topic, but it provides a
more balanced view of the research by referencing College Board studies as well as independent
research studies.
Relationship between AP and GPA

Several studies have found that AP students generally have higher grade point averages than other
students. Hargrove et al. (2008) examined college outcomes for AP and non-AP students in Texas
public institutions and found that AP students who had completed the course and exam had higher
first- and fourth-year GPAs than other students even when controlling for SAT scores and family
income. Eimers and Mullen (2003) had similar results from their study of Missouri students. They
found that when holding student ability constant, students entering with AP credit had slightly
higher first-year GPAs than other students. An analysis of first year GPA of Colorado State
University Students (Schneider, 2010) found that across all AP exams, new undergraduates who
received a passing AP score (3 or higher, as defined by the College Board) had higher first year
GPAs than new students with no AP credit, but this study did not control for student academic
ability.
Other studies have not supported the conclusion that AP participation is related to higher GPA.
Klopfenstein and Thomas (2005) and Duffy (2010) both found that when controlling for
background variables, including academic achievement, differences in GPA were insignificant.

Relationship between AP and Retention and Completion

Increased retention and completion rates are often cited as benefits of AP participation. Eimers and
Mullen (2003) found that students entering University of Missouri institutions with AP credits had
higher first-year retention rates than other students. Morgan and Klaric (2007) examined
outcomes for students entering 27 different institutions in 1994 and determined that AP students
had higher completion rates than other students, even when accounting for the higher SAT scores
of AP participants. Hargrove, et al. (2008) also found that AP students graduated at consistently
higher rates.

Again, the results from other studies conflict with these findings. Delicath (1999) found no impact
on first-year retention in his study of St. Louis University students. Klopfenstein and Thomas
(2005) and Duffy (2010) found that retention rates for AP students were no higher when student
background was taken into consideration. Duffy found the same to be true for graduation rates.
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Relationship between AP and Time to Degree
Because students can enter college with credit earned, AP is often presented as a way to accelerate
time to degree and lower costs for students. Research generally does not support this claim.
Klopfenstein (2010) examined the impact of AP on time to degree for more than 28,000 Texas
students and found no evidence that passing an AP course leads to faster graduation. Only a small
number of students graduated early – those who attended high schools with a wide array of AP
course offerings and adequate support to allow students to pass multiple AP exams. For the typical
student, passing an AP exam did not increase the likelihood of graduating in four or five years.

Eykamp (2006) reached a similar conclusion based on his study of more than 15,000 University of
California students. He found no clear relationship between time to degree and the number of AP
or other college credits earned prior to enrollment. He determined that many students took lighter
course loads or graduated with more credits than needed. Eykamp found that students with a large
number of AP credits did graduate in slightly less time, but the return was minimal – two quarter’s
worth of AP units was associated with half a quarter less time enrolled. The average time to degree
still exceeded four years.

Delicath’s (1999) study of St. Louis University students found no impact on time to degree when
controlling for student background. In a review of students who enrolled in Binghamton University
with 12 or more AP credits, Cusker (2000) did find that the four-year completion rates for AP
students exceeded the four-year rate for other students, but when addressing the issue of timelier
completion, she notes that “despite more than 40 years of AP history, the evidence is sporadic and
unconvincing.”
Relationship between AP and Course Grades

Some research has focused more directly on how students perform in subsequent courses when
they receive advanced placement based on their AP exam score. Studies published by the College
Board have determined that AP students generally receive higher grades in the second-level course
than students who completed the introductory course at the institution, even when controlling for
academic ability (Morgan & Ramist, 1998; Morgan & Klaric, 2007). In the earlier study (Morgan &
Ramist, 1998), the finding generally held for students who scored 3 on the AP exam (although
grades were higher for students who scored 4 or 5). In the minority of cases where grades were
lower for AP students, the differences were small. In the latter study (Morgan & Klaric, 2007), the
results showed more variation for students who scored lower on the AP exam. For students with a
score of 3, the difference between AP and non-AP student grades was minimal and insignificant for
most of the exams, indicating that the higher overall performance was primarily attributable to the
students with AP scores greater than 3.
Sadler and Sonnert (2010) examined course performance in the sciences for students who passed
the AP exam, but still took the introductory course in college (either by choice or because the
institution required a higher score). They found that the AP students generally had higher grades
in the introductory course, but that their grades (B to B+ average) were not as high as might be
expected given that they were essentially repeating the course.

Schneider (2010) examined how Colorado State University students performed in a subsequent
math course based on whether they earned credit for the prior course by taking the course at CSU,
at another institution, or by passing an AP exam. More than one-third (36.4%) of students who
received credit based on an AP exam score of 3 received a grade of D, F, or W in the subsequent
course. Students who took the introductory course at CSU had a similar failure/withdrawal rate as
students who received credit based on an AP exam score of 3, which suggests students with the
minimum passing score were about as well prepared as other students. However, students with
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scores of 4 or 5 performed significantly better in the subsequent course. For students with an AP
exam score of 4, the percentage of students failing or withdrawing from the subsequent course was
25.4 percent. The percentage dropped to 11.0 percent for students who earned a 5 on the AP exam.
Discussion

This review of the literature reveals varied findings regarding the impact of AP on student
outcomes. It has been reported that AP students have higher retention and completion rates and
higher GPAs than students who have no AP experience; however, when researchers control for
academic ability and socioeconomic characteristics, the results are less conclusive. Also, when
better outcomes for AP students are found, the differences are sometimes minimal or significant for
only a small number of students (e.g. students with a large number of AP credits).

There are also many questions that are largely unanswered, which adds to the lack of certainty
about how well AP students perform in college. Relatively few studies have examined whether
outcomes vary for students who pass the AP exam with a score of 3 (claimed equivalent to a B-, C+,
or C) versus a higher score. There is no understanding of the impact of awarding students AP credit
for elective or general education courses versus courses required for their major. Nor does the
research indicate whether AP student outcomes differ depending on the level of selectivity of the
receiving institution. It is possible that differences could be lost in data aggregation. Generalized
findings might not apply to individual students taking specific courses at specific institutions.

The inconsistent conclusions about AP may, in fact, reflect reality, as the experiences of AP
participants might vary substantially based on a number of factors. The research does not indicate
that AP students are disadvantaged in their post-secondary work; however some questions remain
unanswered and positive impacts should not be overstated.
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