
 

Advanced Placement Courses: What Parents 

Should Know Before Their Teen Enrolls 

Advanced Placement courses can introduce high-school students to college-level work, 

strengthen their academic skills, and possibly earn them college credit. They can also overwhelm 

students who enter without the necessary foundation, time-management habits, or understanding 

of what AP-level work requires. 

Parents should therefore look beyond the letters “AP” on a course catalog. The goal is not to 

accumulate the largest possible number of advanced courses but to choose challenges that help a 

student grow without creating a schedule so demanding that genuine learning becomes 

impossible. 

AP Courses Require a Different Kind of Work 

An AP course is not simply a standard high-school class with more homework. Students are 

expected to examine complicated material, identify significant information, recognize competing 

interpretations, and support conclusions with evidence. 

In AP English Language, for example, students must analyze arguments, evaluate a writer’s 

choices, synthesize information from several sources, and construct evidence-based arguments of 

their own. Similar expectations appear in AP history, government, science, and other subjects. 

Many students can remember names, dates, formulas, and definitions but struggle when asked to 

explain why something matters. They may know the material yet have difficulty organizing an 

argument, selecting relevant evidence, or explaining how that evidence supports a conclusion. 

These are teachable skills, but AP courses often move too quickly to build them from the 

beginning. 



The Advantages of AP Courses 

Preparation for College-Level Work 

AP courses give students an early introduction to the reading, writing, reasoning, and time-

management demands they are likely to encounter in college. A well-taught AP course can help 

students develop intellectual independence. They become more comfortable asking questions, 

defending interpretations, revising written work, and persisting when an answer is not 

immediately obvious. 

Greater Academic Challenge 

Students who have outgrown the pace of standard classes may benefit from more demanding 

material and discussion. AP courses can prevent capable and motivated students from becoming 

bored or academically complacent. 

The challenge can also reveal strengths that students did not know they possessed. A teenager 

may discover an interest in economics, environmental science, psychology, history, computer 

science, or another field that eventually influences a college major or career choice. 

Possible College Credit or Placement 

A qualifying AP examination score may earn college credit, advanced placement, or both. This 

can allow a student to skip an introductory course, create room for an elective or second major, 

or possibly reduce the time and expense required to earn a degree. 

Parents should not assume that every passing score will produce usable credit. Each college 

establishes its own policy, and some institutions grant placement without credit or require a score 

higher than 3. The policy of a likely college should be checked before projected savings become 

part of the family’s planning. 

Evidence of Academic Initiative 

Completing an AP course can show colleges that a student was willing to attempt demanding 

work. Academic rigor is one part of the admissions picture, particularly when advanced courses 

are available at the student’s school. 

That does not mean students should take every AP course offered. A thoughtful schedule suited 

to the student’s abilities and interests is more defensible than an overloaded schedule assembled 

mainly to impress admissions officers. 

Development of Transferable Skills 

The most valuable result of an AP course may not be the exam score. Students can develop skills 

that transfer to college, employment, and adult life: 



• Reading difficult material with concentration 

• Distinguishing claims from supporting evidence 

• Comparing different interpretations 

• Writing clearly under time constraints 

• Managing long-term assignments 

• Revising work in response to criticism 

• Asking for help before a problem becomes a crisis 

These skills remain valuable even when a college does not award AP credit. 

The Disadvantages and Risks 

A Steep Skills Gap 

Some students enter AP courses with strong grades but limited experience in analytical reading 

and evidence-based writing. They may have succeeded in previous classes by listening carefully, 

memorizing information, and completing assignments reliably. 

Those habits remain useful, but they may no longer be sufficient. A student who has never 

written a defensible thesis, analyzed a primary source, or explained the connection between 

evidence and a claim can quickly fall behind. This is one reason parents are sometimes surprised 

when a previously successful student begins struggling. The student may not have become 

careless or less intelligent; the nature of the academic work has changed. 

Heavy and Competing Workloads 

One AP course may be manageable. Several AP courses, combined with athletics, employment, 

music, family responsibilities, and college applications, can produce an unsustainable schedule. 

The burden is not measured only by hours of homework. Difficult coursework consumes 

concentration and emotional energy. A student who finishes every assignment after midnight 

may technically be keeping up while sacrificing sleep, health, and comprehension. 

Pressure to Protect a High GPA 

AP courses may receive additional weight in a school’s grade-point calculation, but grading 

policies vary. A student accustomed to earning A’s may receive a B or C despite working harder 

than ever before. 



That experience can build resilience, but it can also damage confidence when the student or 

family treats anything below an A as failure. Parents should decide in advance whether they 

value the challenge itself or only the transcript benefit they hope it will produce. 

Uneven Teaching and Course Design 

The AP label does not guarantee that every classroom experience will be equally effective. 

Teachers differ in experience, pacing, expectations, and ability to explain advanced skills. 

Some courses carefully develop students’ analytical abilities throughout the year. Others move 

rapidly through content and assume students will acquire the necessary writing and reasoning 

skills largely on their own. Parents should learn about the actual course and teacher rather than 

relying only on the AP designation. 

Uncertain College Credit 

AP credit policies vary widely among colleges and even among departments within the same 

institution. A score accepted for general elective credit may not satisfy a requirement for the 

student’s intended major. 

Students may also decide to take the introductory college course despite qualifying for 

placement, particularly when it provides an important foundation for advanced work. AP 

participation can still be valuable, but the promised savings may be smaller than expected. 

Reduced Time for Other Forms of Growth 

An overloaded AP schedule may leave little time for employment, technical training, creative 

work, athletics, volunteering, friendships, or adequate rest. Those experiences can also contribute 

to maturity and future success. Academic rigor should serve the student’s development rather 

than consume every part of adolescence. 

Questions to Ask Before Enrollment 

Parents and students should investigate each course rather than making one decision about “AP” 

in general. Ask the teacher or counselor: 

• What prerequisite skills does the course assume? 

• How much reading and homework is typical each week? 

• What kinds of essays, projects, labs, or examinations are required? 

• Is summer work assigned? 

• How much instruction is provided in evidence-based writing? 

• What support is available when students begin to struggle? 



• Can students move to another course if the placement proves inappropriate? 

• How have students with similar preparation performed? 

• Is taking the AP examination required? 

• How does the school weight the course when calculating GPA? 

The most useful information may come from seeing an actual reading assignment, essay prompt, 

grading rubric, or sample examination question. 

Signs That a Student May Be Ready 

A student does not need perfect grades to benefit from an AP course. Readiness is more strongly 

suggested when the student: 

• Has a genuine interest in the subject 

• Reads difficult material without immediately giving up 

• Can identify a writer’s main claim and supporting evidence 

• Writes organized paragraphs and essays 

• Accepts criticism and revises work 

• Manages deadlines without constant parental supervision 

• Seeks clarification when confused 

• Has enough time in the overall schedule 

• Wants the challenge for reasons beyond class rank or college admissions 

Motivation matters. A student who chooses one demanding course out of genuine curiosity may 

gain more from it than a student pushed into four AP courses by external pressure. 

Warning Signs of a Poor Fit 

Parents should hesitate when a student: 

• Is already struggling in the prerequisite course 

• Has serious reading-comprehension or writing gaps 

• Regularly begins assignments at the last minute 

• Requires constant reminders to complete ordinary homework 



• Is enrolling primarily because friends are taking the class 

• Believes an AP course guarantees college credit 

• Is carrying several other demanding courses and activities 

• Is chronically sleep-deprived or highly anxious 

• Refuses available tutoring or teacher assistance 

• Has no real interest in the subject 

A warning sign does not always mean the student should avoid AP. It may mean that skills need 

to be strengthened beforehand or that the student should begin with one carefully selected 

course. 

Support Should Begin Before the Student Falls Behind 

Parents often seek tutoring after the first poor essay or examination. At that point, the student 

may be trying to learn course content while simultaneously repairing weaknesses in reading, 

organization, grammar, argument, and time management. 

A better approach is to review the course expectations before enrollment or during the summer. 

If evidence-based writing will be central, the student can practice developing a thesis, selecting 

quotations or data, and explaining how each piece of evidence supports the argument. 

Once the course begins, parents should watch for patterns rather than reacting to a single 

disappointing grade. Repeated late-night work, confusion about assignments, falling grades in 

several subjects, avoidance, and loss of sleep suggest that intervention is needed. 

Challenge Without Submersion 

Advanced Placement courses can be excellent preparation for college, but challenge and 

overload are not the same thing. A productive challenge stretches a student’s abilities while 

leaving room for instruction, practice, correction, and growth. Overload places the student in 

water too deep to learn how to swim. 

The best AP schedule is not the most impressive one. It is the one that allows a student to engage 

seriously with difficult material, develop stronger academic habits, and emerge more capable and 

confident than when the course began. 

 

 


