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In-depth Advanced Placement Analyses  
Comparing AP Examination Scores to AP Course Grades 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 

Among the many new and exciting Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) reports is a 
dashboard visualization which allows the user to compare Advanced Placement ex-
amination scores to the course grades students received from their teachers. Tack-
ling a similar issue in the December issue of the IDW newsletter, Nassau BOCES’ 
Elizabeth Young asked, “Regents Examination Results vs. Final Course Grades:  Do 
They Agree?” Read that newsletter to see her in-depth and scholarly analysis of this 
issue and see how to use another new IDW report, “Regents Course Grade Analysis 
by Subgroups.” 
 
Comparing Advanced Placement scores and Advanced Placement course grades, how-
ever, presents unique issues for school administrators and teachers. Most Regents 
courses are either required for graduation or required for an Advanced Regents Diplo-
ma. Advanced Placement courses, however, are all elective, and AP examination 
scores do not look at all like AP course grades. Regents scores, although technically 
scale scores, do look just like course grades, both using a range of 1-100 with 65 con-
sidered a passing score. (Note that with current Regents exams, a scale score of 65 no 
longer suggests that the student earned 65% of the available points.) 
 
But AP scores are not easily compared to course grades. A snapshot of the  College 
Board Scoring matrix is displayed below. (See https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/
about-ap-scores/ap-score-scale-table for a more detailed analysis.) 
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(516) 608-6623) 
Switt1@nasboces.org 
 

www.nassauboces.org/idw 
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Grading Issues with AP Courses 
The College Board does not offer guidance for how high school teachers might determine course grades for 
AP students. Thus, teachers, counselors, and administrators are left with a number of difficult decisions. The 
first problem, of course, is that teachers must enter their final course grades before they receive their students’ 
AP scores sent to districts in the summer. In contrast, even though advised not to do so, many Nassau County 
school districts still use Regents examination scores as a component of final course grades, averaging in a Re-
gents scale score with four marking period percentage grades. But even if districts received AP scores before 
the end of the semester, translating scores of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 to numerical course grades would be quite diffi-
cult, especially because the College Board cites only college grade equivalencies in their scoring table. 
 

Encouraging AP Course Participation 
There is also another issue facing school personnel in determining grading practices for AP courses. Many feel 
that it is imperative to offer the most challenging courses to the greatest number of students. For that reason, 
each year, Nassau County high schools try to offer more AP courses and encourage more students to take these 
challenging courses. A quick look at the current AP Summary Table for Nassau County in the IDW shows that 
the AP participation index has increased from 2.52 tests taken per students in an average grade in 2015 to 2.96 
tests taken per average enrollment in 2021. (All data include participating Nassau County School Districts but 
do not include International Baccalaureate data.) 
 
Regular IDW users might note that the IDW has been producing this table for at least 15 years. One can go 
back in our newsletter archives to view the February, 2012 Newsletter to see data from 2006 to 2011 (https://
www.nassauboces.org/cms/lib/NY01928409/Centricity/Domain/23/Newsletter%2011-12%20-%2011%
20AP%20scores.pdf).  In 2006, there were only 1.47 tests  taken per average grade enrollment. This rose to 
1.95 in 2011. Since the average grade enrollment in Nassau County has remained in the 15,000 student range 
for the past 15 years, that means that in 2006, 15 years ago, Nassau County students took about 22,000 AP 
examinations.  But through the encouragement of principals, guidance counselors, and teachers, in 2021, over 
44, 000 students took AP examinations. 
 

That, of course, means that students had to take the risk of taking college level courses.  How would this affect 
their course grades when applying to college? School personnel had to navigate difficult waters trying to deter-
mine how AP examination scores should compare to course grades, and to do so without knowing the AP ex-
amination scores first. Making matters worse were the past two years of the pandemic.  In 2020, the AP exami-
nations were abbreviated, and in 2021 most students received remote instruction for most of the year. Trying to 
match an AP course grade to an AP examination score was an unenviable task. 
 
Help from the IDW 
Our programming staff came up with a unique visualization to show how course grades compare to AP scores. 
The visualization is in the Dashboard section of the IDW, and is called appropriately, “Advanced Placement 
Scores Vs. Course Grade Dashboard.”  When the user clicks on the report link, an intermediate page appears 
defining the purposes and limitations of the report.  Read this page carefully before hitting the “Finish” button 
at the bottom and viewing the dashboard visualization. 
 
Remember that the relationship between AP scores and course grades was fairly stable until the pandemic. It is 
worth noting that in 2020, when AP examinations were somewhat limited in scope, the percentage of 
“Qualified” scores (scores of 3 or better) rose countywide by almost five percentage points.  In 2021, when 
many students were on remote instruction for so much of the year, “Qualified” scores went down by 10 per-
centage points. Please keep these factors in mind when viewing the dashboards from 2019, 2020, and 2021. 
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As shown below, the dashboard consists of five sections.  Section 1, at the top, allows the user to select year, 
test, and location and also offers test counts which are explained on the introductory “purpose” page. The two 
visualizations, Sections 2 and 3, are accompanied by tables (Sections 4 and 5) below them, The tables show 
number counts and allow drill-throughs to student names, score details, and demographic information.  
 
The Advance Placement Vs. Course Grade Dashboard 

This visualization divides course grades into columns representing four course grade ranges. Refer to the color 
code (circled in red at the top left of Section 2) and the table below it to see that over 80% (530/656) of the stu-
dents in the 90+ column had AP examination scores of 3, 4, or 5. One must remember that the columns do not 
necessarily represent equal numbers of students. The 90+ column actually represents 66% of the students. That 
is why the table must also be used to correctly interpret the column chart. 
 
The visualization at the right, Section 3, is a cleverly adapted bubble chart. Each column of bubbles shows the 
course grades of students who earned a particular AP examination score.  For example, the first column, blue 
bubbles, shows those students who earned an AP examination score of “1” and also shows their course grade 
score on the vertical axis. The larger the bubble, the more students are at that course grade score. 
 
By hovering over a bubble, the user can determine the precise number of students whose course grades were at 
that examination score level. In the example shown here, the black arrow points to the large brown bubble cen-
tered just below the 100% course grade level. The pop up box included shows the AP score of “04” and the 29 
students who received that AP score and a course grade of 98%. 

04  
Course Grade 98 
Assessment Count 29 

Section 1 

Section 2 Section 3 

Section 4 

Section 5 
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Sometimes, because of the pandemic, a bubble chart might look like the one below. It is the visualization for a 
district with a high percentage of economically disadvantaged students that was trying to increase AP partici-
pation but could not anticipate the extraordinary learning problems associated with remote instruction. 

 
Note that most AP scores were at Levels 
1 and 2, but numerous course grades 
were still at 90% or better. Likely, these 
were students who, in the past, had 
earned very high course grades but, be-
cause of the effects caused by remote 
instruction, did not fully learn the AP 
curriculum. Still, one might question 
grading practices that show 13 students 
earning a course grade of 100% and an 
AP examination grade of “1” as shown 
by hovering on the large blue bubble 
(black arrow).  Not surprising, a check 
of this school’s 2019 dashboard showed 
a more balanced alignment of AP scores 
and course grades. 
 

This new dashboard was created to help teachers and administrators better align Advanced Placement inclu-
sion efforts with their course grading practices. We hope this new report serves our users well. 
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance as well as virtual and in-district train-
ing for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter, or about other best data practices.  To schedule 
a training session or ask any IDW-related questions, please call Fred Cohen at (516) 608-6640, Stepha-
nie Witt at (516) 608-6623, or Tammy Mazza at (516) 608-6633.  
 
 

 

What’s 
New in 

the IDW? 

 
 
Now Available  in the IDW 
 

• Graduation Rate Data 

• Advanced Regents Diploma Rate Data 

• The Regents Summary for Elective Exams now offers the option of looking at June only 

data  (the default) or January and June data combined. 

• The Instructional Data Warehouse published the Grade Retention Report. 

• The Instructional Data Warehouse published the Enrollment Profile Report. 
 

01  
Course Grade 100 
Assessment Count 13 
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