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Advanced Placement
Economics Improves Both

Merit and Equity

Sally Meek and John Morton

In 1989, the microeconomics and macroeconomics examinations debuted on
the Advanced Placement scene. At that time, many professors of economics were
skeptical that college freshmen had the skills and maturity to understand the concepts
in principles of economics courses. They thought teaching these concepts to high

school students was even more ridiculous.

Nevertheless, 5,781 microeconomics
and macroeconomics tests were admin-
istered in the initial year. Although the
standards were deliberately set high,
more than three in five students received
a3,4,or5, which are considered passing
scores.! High school students could learn
economics at the college level.

In 2007, 97,499 microeconomics and
macroeconomics exams were adminis-
tered, a nearly 17-fold increase in less
than 20 years.”? AP economics had
arrived as a high school subject.

The AP economics tests reflect the
content of college principles of micro-
economics and macroeconomics courses.
Contrary to the notion that any two
economists have three different opin-
ions, most college principles of econom-
ics courses are very similar. A successful
AP economics course needs a college
textbook and supplemental activities to
make the concepts more concrete and
relevant to high school students.

Has AP economics lived up to its
expectations? Does it raise standards
while still providing equity in education?
We think the answer to both of these
questions is a resounding “yes.”

The Economic Way of Thinking
Although economics is sometimes

called “the dismal science,” it is really
the social science of choice. Economics
is more than a bundle of concepts; it is
a way of thinking that helps students
become more confident in their abili-
ties and futures. Economic knowledge
and skills equip students to make better
choices that will help them to be more
productive, competent, and empowered.
Economics allows students to see that life
is a positive-sum game. Merit joins equity
in the economics classroom.

Economics students learn to think and
make decisions using a marginal cost
and marginal benefit analytical process.
Although costs and benefits are different
for each individual, economics teaches
that actions have definite effects and it
offers unique insights into the seemingly
chaotic confusion of human behavior.
Almost every aspect of human behav-
ior can be analyzed using the economic
approach. It is this distinctive approach—
not a set of definite conclusions—that
defines economics.

AP economics students learn the
subject at a higher level than students
in regular courses. Because AP eco-
nomics has measurable results, teachers
have an incentive to be well prepared to
teach it. And the help is there. There are
workshops, conferences, and summer
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institutes that enhance teachers’” under-
standing of economic concepts and
instructional strategies. AP economics
teachers work side-by-side with Ph.D.
economists at the reading and scoring
of exams. This additional preparation
increases the quality and rigor of all the
economics classes they teach.

Students in economics courses
that are not AP courses benefit from
this improved quality of instruction,
which may help explain why the first
National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) in economics con-
cluded that 79 percent of high school
students performed at the basic level and
42 percent performed at the proficient
level or higher.® According to the data
released, 16 percent of the sample took
AP economics. Because AP teachers
teach other economics courses, a much
higher percentage of the students took
economics from teachers trained to teach
AP economics.

AP Economics Prepares Students
for College

Much of the research shows that AP eco-
nomics and other AP subjects improve
students’ performance in college. Here
are some significant results:

¢ Breland and Oltman concluded that
students who received college credit
for AP economics performed as
well or better in higher-level micro-
economics and macroeconomics
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courses than students who had
earned credit in the college intro-
ductory course.* Students who
received a 5 performed better in
intermediate economics courses
than students who had taken the
college introductory course. AP
economics students with a 3 or 4
performed at about the same level
in intermediate courses as students
who took the introductory course
in college.

e Morgan and Ramist studied data
from 21 colleges and concluded
that their research showed that
the majority of students who were
exempted from the introductory
course because of their AP exam
scores did at least as well or bet-
ter in the subsequent course than
those who took the introductory
course.’ This research also found
that in second-level course grades,
students with high scores on the
AP exam on average outperformed
their counterparts who took the
introductory course.

e A University of Texas study showed
similar results for AP-exempt
students in subsequent courses.®
The research also showed that
AP-exempt students took as many
or more class hours in the subject
area and had the same or higher
grades in additional courses in the
subject area as compared to their
non-AP counterparts.

e Studies in 1999 and 2006 by
Adelman for the U.S. Department
of Education found that the aca-
demic intensity of a student’s high
school curriculum was highly pre-
dictive of college completion.’

e Geiser and Santelices found that
for students who took an AP exam,
performance on the test followed
only high school GPA as a predic-

tor of college grades.®

¢ Dougherty, Mellor, and Jian found
that after controlling for other fac-
tors, students who earned a 3 or
higher on one or more AP exams in
the areas of English, mathematics,
science or social studies were more
likely to graduate from college in
five years or less compared to non-
AP students

AP Economics Provides
Feedback on School Success
The AP results provide feedback about
how successful school and school sys-
tem programs are. The results are mea-
surable by student, teacher, and school.
There are national standards for the
exams. Results may be compared to
national results in order to evaluate the
preparation that a school provides for
its students. Student results determine
whether that student is prepared for an
intermediate-level economics course.
Each college makes this determination.
In addition, teachers can assess the effi-
cacy of their courses by determining
their students’ performance on specific
objectives that were tested on the AP
exam. School systems can evaluate their
K-12 programs in order to determine
if they are preparing students for a
specific set of objectives for each AP
course.

AP Credit Saves Students
Money

AP credit is the most inexpensive
college credit that most students will
acquire. Public schools provide text-
books for students, a cost that will
be incurred in college. Many states
pay for part of the cost of the exams.
In Texas, for example, students pay
approximately $54 per exam, a sav-
ings of $30 (the cost of each AP test is
$84), and students who have financial
need pay $5 per exam. Where else can
a student acquire three college credit
hours for $5? In a time of rising tuition
costs, AP credit can make college more

affordable.
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at Yale

Spend time at Yale University learning about:

The Teaching of Africa
July 5-17

Understanding
Medvedev’s Russia
July 517

Latin America and
the Cold War*
July 517

Health and Conflict in
the Middle East
July 517

NCSS-PIER Conference
Innovative Approaches
to Teaching World History
and World Cultures
July 1517

*Programs include an optional travel component

Registration fees range between $150 and
$250 per program. Housing and transportation
to the institutes in New Haven, Connecticut, are
not included. Scholarships may be available.

For detailed information
and registration visit

www.yale.edu/macmillan/pier

PIERE

PROGRAMS IN INTERNATIONAL
EpucaTioNAL RESOURCES

The MacMillan Center
P.O. Box 208206

New Haven, CT 06520-8206
203.432.6238
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AP Economics Is Win-Win

Like economics itself, AP economics courses

are a positive-sum game. Economics teaches

important skills and shows students how to

look for the most advantageous combination

of costs and benefits. Equally important, AP
economics prepares students for college, and

a successful college experience is the key to

higher earnings. At a time when American

education is under attack for low standards

and low scores on international tests, AP
courses such as economics can lead the way
for improving American international com-
petitiveness. &
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Women used to be almost invisible in history books used in school,
and although they now have a stronger presence in textbooks, teach-
ers often have difficulty finding the right additional resources for
teaching women’s history. Kay A. Chick’s publication fills an impor-
tant gap by identifying appealing literature that will engage students
in the study of women’s history. Biographies and historical fiction are
the principal genres of literature selected. The author pays special
attention to choosing developmentally appropriate books and les-
son plans that can advance standards-based teaching at the primary,
intermediate, middle school and high school grade levels.
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