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FEW MINORITIES TAKE AP-LEVEL COURSES

SCHOOLS ARE ENCOURAGING NONWHITE STUDENTS TO TAKE THE CLASSES, WHICH CAN GIVE THEM AN EDGE IN APPLYING TO COLLEGE. 

GREENSBORO  

   It's a ``leg up'' on college that few minority students take.

Advanced Placement courses are intended to be the equivalent of a freshman-level college course. The workload far exceeds that of traditional courses. If the student scores high enough, it can count as college credit that costs the student's family zero tuition dollars. Studies have shown high schoolers completing AP courses have a better chance at getting into college and graduating.

   But while black students make up 30 percent of North Carolina's overall high school population, only 8 percent take AP courses. Guilford County Schools has greatly increased the numbers of minorities in its AP courses, but black students - 39 percent of Guilford's high school population - still just make up 19 percent of the district's AP enrollment.

   That disparity bothers Sheria Reid, director of the Education and Law Project for the N.C. Justice and Community Development Center, a left-leaning advocacy group in Raleigh. Reid said AP courses are a gateway to a college education, which in turn can lead students to a higher income.

   ``Why this is important is a no-brainer,'' she said.

   A 1999 U.S. Department of Education study found that 59 percent of students who took just one AP course in high school went on to graduate from college. For students who took two or more AP exams, the college graduation rate rises to 76 percent. But only 33 percent of students who didn't take an AP class graduated.

   ``What's impressive about that statistic is that it has nothing to do with the score on the (AP) exam,'' said Sandra Daye, a Grimsley High School AP English teacher.

   A college-level challenge

   At Smith High School, teacher Alison Spillman doesn't have to ask if her AP European history class has questions.

After reading firsthand accounts from Holocaust survivors, one student wants to know if the German people knew what was happening. Another asks if the Nazis believed their own propaganda or simply used it to stay in power. Spillman answers their questions, but each answer prompts another question or response.

   Beyond any measurable benefits, students such as Smith senior Justin Kyle say AP classrooms have a culture where students value learning and expect big things from each other.

   ``It's intense,'' said Justin, who took six AP courses this year.

   The tougher academic requirements culminate in the course-ending AP exam, a comprehensive, three-hour test written specifically for each course by the College Board, the company that creates the AP curriculum. It does not determine if the student passes the AP course, but most colleges will award course credit upon entrance to their institution to students who score a three or higher on a scale of one to five.

   Wandra Polk, assistant director of curriculum for the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, said AP courses teach valuable skills - self-discipline, high-level thinking and time management, for example - that will help students succeed in college.

   ``It gives students a taste of what your freshman year of college is like,'' Polk said.

   AP courses also can help students get into college. Grimsley guidance counselor Phil Weaver said college admissions offices want to see a demanding course load on an applicant's transcript. In fact, he said a ``B'' in an AP course looks better to colleges than an ``A'' in an honors class.

   Where are the minorities?

   A 2001 study, commissioned by the Department of Public Instruction, gave five possible reasons for why more minority kids aren't taking the Advanced Placement classes:

   low teacher expectations;

   a flawed process for selecting students for AP courses;

   poor preparation in elementary and middle school;

   low parental expectations;

   fear that excelling in school will alienate them from other students.

   The report found that each reason may be a factor, but many educators agree that poor preparation in younger grades prevents many minority students from taking AP courses in high school.

   Typically, AP students participated in gifted programs and honors classes as elementary and middle school students. These academically challenging courses both lay the groundwork for AP and get students used to high expectations. But minority kids are underrepresented in these programs, too, the DPI report found.

   ``It has to start happening in sixth grade,'' said Grimsley Principal Rob Gasparello.

   Teacher expectations also are key.

   Reid said that for decades, some educators underestimated the abilities of minority students. They discourage them from taking tough courses like AP because they don't want to set them up to fail.

   In addition, black students are more likely to come from homes where the parents didn't complete much education themselves. College-educated parents are more likely to consider AP courses important.

   The most controversial cause cited by the DPI study is the idea that black students shun high-level classes because they equate academic achievement with ``acting white.''

   The report found in student interviews that while this may be true in some cases, it is more common for black students to shy away from AP because they feel intimidated by the rigorous work load, victims of their own low expectations.

   Reid, who is African American, said the ``acting white'' theory holds some merit. Most teenagers dread the thought of standing out in a crowd, but a black student in a room of white kids can't help but feel conspicuous.

   ``I don't think most white people understand how difficult it is to be a minority in numbers in a group,'' she said.

   Working to change the picture

   The number of Guilford County minority students taking AP courses has increased nearly 50 percent since the 2000-01 school term. Minority students, however, still only made up 27 percent of district AP students in the 2002-03 term, an increase of just one percentage point since 2000-01.

   School officials nevertheless are pleased that more minority students are getting the chance to show what they can do at the highest academic levels. ``A lot of students think they can't handle AP. But once they take it, they realize, 'I can do this,' '' said Libra Dumas, a guidance counselor at Smith, which has increased minority AP enrollment faster than any other district high school.

   The sharp increases haven't been an accident. The district has made recruiting minority students into AP courses a priority the past two years. ``There was the realization that a lot of kids who weren't in AP courses were capable of doing AP work,'' Daye said.

   The district also has greatly increased the number of AP courses offered at all high schools in the past two years, as all high schools now offer at least 10 AP courses.

   The district pays for every 10th and 11th grader to take the PSAT, a standardized test written by the College Board. Schools once required a minimum PSAT score to get into AP classes, but now, guidance counselors use those PSAT scores as a tool to broaden the AP pool.

   Grimsley's Weaver said guidance counselors hold one-on-one conferences with promising sophomores and juniors. Not every student with a high PSAT score is ready for AP, though, which is why Weaver says it's important for schools to consider each student individually.

   In addition, Guilford County Schools pays the $80 fee for each AP exam.

   State officials praise Guilford County Schools' efforts to make AP courses more inclusive, but in other school districts - particularly poor, rural systems - more solutions are needed.

   Polk, the DPI assistant curriculum director, is leading state-level efforts to increase the numbers of minority students in AP courses. She is most excited about two federal grants that will bring AP courses to more students.

   The first allows high school students in 13 poor, largely rural, school systems to take AP courses online. Students may take eight subjects via computer at no cost.

   Polk said access to AP is a big problem for many North Carolina students of all races.

   Large districts like Guilford have the resources to offer many AP courses - Grimsley alone offers 17 different AP courses and some courses are repeated several times a day. But many rural high schools may only be able to offer a handful of AP courses.

   The second federal grant pays the fee for low-income students to take an AP exam in schools where the local school district doesn't already do so.

   As a whole, North Carolina schools are trying to increase AP enrollment for all students.

   ``The trend is more and more students are taking more and more exams,'' Polk said. However, she said efforts to get more minority students into AP courses varies greatly from district to district - even from high school to high school.

   School officials are undaunted by the fact that only 23 percent of the minority AP students scored high enough on the exams to earn college credit last year, while 58 percent of white students earned college credit.

   Ann Barr, director of Guilford County Schools' advanced learning programs, said district officials knew that scores might drop if they opened up AP courses to more students, rather than reserving them for a handful of top-level students.

   That's a trade-off educators are willing to make, though.

   And teachers like Grimsley's Daye say they still take plenty of benefits from AP: study skills, increased expectations and exposure to a high-level curriculum and high-achieving peers. And research shows that students who took AP courses do better in college regardless of whether or not they passed the exams.

   ``It's a positive experience for 95 percent of the kids,'' said Grady Peace, an AP world history teacher at Smith.

   Smith senior Latarshia Lipscomb had reservations about signing up for AP courses. Her teachers had said she was ready, but Latarshia didn't know if she could handle the work load. She reluctantly agreed to take AP psychology and Spillman's AP European history course. But as she heads to UNCG this fall, she's glad she listened to her teachers.

   ``When you get to college, teachers don't make sure you've done your assignments,'' she said. ``(AP) woke me up.''

