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Analyzing Advanced Placement Test Results 
Instructional Data Warehouse Reports vs SED and Newsday Data 

by Fred Cohen 
 

In October, Newsday published an article (with an accompanying table) 
entitled, “LI high school students in college-level courses.” District re-
sults, as well as Nassau and Suffolk county totals, were summarized in 
five categories. The headings and first rows of the table are shown below: 
The article noted that results were obtained from SED who received the 

data from the College Board rather than from individual districts.  Senior 
class size (column 4) was taken from the 2016 School Report Card. 
 

The Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) has provided advanced 
placement data for the past decade, and, for  a number  of reasons, we 
question the usefulness of Newsday’s data, as presented, and refer districts 
to the IDW reports which are far better for the reasons stated throughout 
this newsletter. The IDW has long believed that the primary purpose of 
providing and organizing data is for the improvement of instruction.  
Simply comparing district results, without providing important and reveal-
ing details, is more likely to embarrass (or laud) districts than to improve 
district instructional performance. 
 

Problems with Newsday’s (SED’s) Data 
1. The final two columns, presented as ratios of test achievement and test 

participation, are fine concepts, but using the senior class as a denomi-
nator is misleading. Many students who are not seniors take AP ex-
ams.  In fact, numerous sophomores even take AP exams.  Thus, the 
IDW uses the average grade enrollment of grades 10-12 to calculate 
our ratios which we call test taking “rates” or percentages of the aver-
age grade enrollment taking tests. 

2. Newsday treats Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate 
(IB) tests as one and the same.  They are not. For example, there are 
seven points on the IB grading scale and five on the AP grading scale. 
Newsday also calls AP grades of three, four, and five “passing.” The 
College Board labels these scores “qualified,” noting “Many colleges 
and universities grant credit and placement” for those grades.” This is 
very different from earning a passing grade. 

3. Newsday  indicates that the table represents “students in college-level 
courses.” But many high schools offer college courses sponsored and 
credited by universities (e.g., Syracuse University Project Ad-
vance).  For these courses, students are actually guaranteed college 
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credit if they pass. The table omits these courses, thus discounting districts who offer 
them. 

4. Newsday presents only one year of data, thereby offering a limited snapshot of a district 
and ignoring progress over time.   

5. The table lists only summary data, not individual test data. It is individual subject area re-
sults which call for in depth analysis and indicate needed instructional improvement. 

 

Advantages of IDW AP  Reports 
1. The IDW presents seven years of data allowing districts to compare their own progress to 

the progress made by Nassau County over time. Thus, each school has the opportunity to 
see the results of their own instructional changes and to also see how the county has 
changed.  The opportunity to compare yourself to yourself (trends), and then to compare 
yourself to everyone else is perhaps the IDW’s greatest reporting strength. 

2. The IDW presents only AP data and does not conflate AP scores with IB scores.  IB pro-
grams and scores have their own value, but they should not be confused with AP scores, 
especially by equating their scoring or points systems.  

3. The IDW summarizes not only what Newsday mislabels “passing” scores, but all scores, 
showing the number of scores of one, two, three, four, and five.  Thus the IDW user can 
see the full distribution of scores allowing for appropriate instructional intervention. 

4. As will be shown on the next page, IDW reports disaggregate results by each AP subject 
area.  Thus the IDW user  can quickly compare results in different subjects typically 
taken in the same year.  For example, AP “US History” is typically taken in the junior year 
as is AP “English Language.” The IDW user can now compare three key parameters at 
once—subject to subject, year to year, and district to county.  This confluence of data 
gives the IDW user  a perfect trifecta of data to improve the instructional program. Note: 
the fact that these two AP tests, usually taken in the junior year, are the most frequently 
taken by Nassau County students, shows why the IDW used average grade enroll-
ment (not senior enrollment) to measure participation.  And incidentally, the third most 
frequently taken AP course is “History: World,” typically taken by sophomores. 

 

On the following page is a table showing results for a typical school on one AP exam.  I have 
chosen “History: World” because the exam was first given in 2012 allowing for only a five 
year history  making it easier to display in a newsletter format.  The headings on this table are 
the same as for all subject areas and for the summary page too.  The columns show each 
year’s data and compare school results to the “DW Mean” (the average for the entire county). 
 

There are three rows in the table that may need explanation. “% Enrollment Tested” refers 
to the average percentage of students in grades 10-12 who took this AP test.  It is presented as 
a percent, not a ratio as in Newsday.  This is clear for a single exam, but on the summary 
page, “% Enrollment Tested” for 2016  is listed as “257.9%” for the “DW Mean.” That simply 
means that for every 100 students in a typical grade 10 through 12 in Nassau County, 257.9 
AP test were taken.  It represents a measure of participation. “% Test Takers 3, 4, 5” is a 
measure of the quality of the scores earned. Finally, “% Enrollment 3, 4, 5” is a measure 
combining both participation and quality.  For the summary page, it is typically over 100% 
meaning that for every 100 students in a grade, there are more than 100 quality scores. 
Presented below is the table for one Nassau County high school detailing results for the 
“History: World” AP exam. An analysis of the table is noted below. Note the red circles. 
They show that in 2012 the “% Enrollment tested” for this school was almost identical to 
the county (just under 22%), and in 2016, both the school and county produced almost identi-
cal improvement, each increasing to about 25.5% participation. 
 
Looking for changes in score quality, we can then check for differences in the “% Test Tak-
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ers 3, 4, 5” (arrows).  As par ticipation increased, the county showed a very small de-
crease from 2012  to 2016 (76.1% to 73.4%) . The school, however , showed a dramatic 
decrease (from 76.2% to 64.4%).  Did this mean that in this distr ict the additional stu-
dents added to the course in 2016 were not able to handle this AP curriculum?  Is there another 
explanation?  A careful look at the years 2012 through 2015 is quite informative.  
 

Note what happens to the “% Test Takers at 3, 4, 5”. In 2013 and 2014, participation for the 
school increased to almost 24% without a substantial decrease in the quality of the scores. The 
percent at 3, 4, and 5 remained around 76% through 2014.  But, in 2015, with just a slight in-
crease in enrollment, the percent of quality grades decreased to only 59% and then rebounded 
somewhat in 2016.  Was there a change in teacher?  What caused this drop-off in quality and 
the ensuing partial rebound to 64% in 2016?  A full analysis will likely result in improving the 
instructional program for the 2016-17 school year.  
 
It is analyses such as these that are made possible by the nuanced data available in the IDW 
and that are not possible with the broad data snapshots presented by SED and Newsday.  As 
shown above, a complete school or district analysis includes examining trends, county results, 
and disaggregating the data into meaningful patterns and subject areas. 
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district training 
for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices for the 
IDW.  Call Fred Cohen at 608-6640, Meador Pratt at 608-6612, or Richard Nathan at 516 
971 7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse 
questions.  
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