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ON EDUCATION; Demoting Advanced Placement

By JOE BERGER

This town's public high school, well known for turning out some of the nation's finest college prospects,
1s contemplating a step that would seem to betray its competitive reputation: eliminating Advanced

Placement courses.

Scarsdale High School is a place where 70 percent of the 1,500 students take an A.P. course, and many
take five and six to impress college admissions officers with their willingness to challenge themselves.
But like a few private schools, Scarsdale is concluding that the A.P. pile-on is helping turn the teenage
years into a rat race where learning becomes a calculated means to an end rather than a chance for in-
depth investigation, imagination, even some fun to go along with all that amassing of knowledge.

"People nationwide are recognizing what an inhuman obstacle course college admission is, and a big
element of that is A.P.," said Bruce Hammond, director of college counseling at Sandia Preparatory
School in Albuquerque, which dropped A.P. courses a few years ago.

Across the country, students in, say, A.P. American history who might better understand the Depression
by taking time to read "Grapes of Wrath" are instead huffing and puffing through chronological parades
of facts and documents.

Mastering that material will give them a better chance to score the all-important 5 on the College
Board's A.P. tests, which would help land them in an elite college and perhaps relieve them of some
survey courses. But in that frantic atmosphere, little learning takes place for the zest of it, critics of the
A.P. program say.

"The test unfortunately drives what you teach and how you teach," said Kelley Hamm, Scarsdale's
assistant principal.

The A.P. exercise can seem especially nonsensical in the second senior semester, particularly in places
like Scarsdale where half the students are admitted to college by Christmas through early decision.
Scores on the A.P. test arrive in mid-summer, too late to affect a final course grade. Getting a 5 won't
even trim tuition bills because few colleges allow students to use A.P. credits to drop a semester.

The high school years have been distorted enough by the frenzied rounds of college visits, applications
and S.A.T. cram courses. At an evening forum last week to acquaint Scarsdale parents with the faculty
proposal, critics of A.P. courses asked: Is our mission to steal a head start on college? Or should we be
cultivating habits of mind like tolerance of ambiguity, persistence in the face of setbacks, the ability to
work with others on complex problems?

http://select.nytimes.com/search/restricted/article?res=F70D14F63F540C778CDDAY099...  10/15/2006



