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Introduction
The continuing education of teachers has long been consid-
ered a cornerstone to improving our education system.2 The 
importance placed on continuing education or professional 
development (PD) can be seen in the numerous incarnations 
of professional development programs currently in operation 
and the billions of dollars spent annually by public schools to 
fund these activities.3 Although there are numerous studies 
examining the efficacy of PD programs in the literature, many 
are focused solely on the perceptions of the participants or 
employ less rigorous methodologies.

The current study attempts to address the desire for more 
rigorous research on professional development through an 
examination of a pilot program for teachers and administra-
tors called the AP® Achievement Institute I (APAI I). Instead of 
focusing on only teacher perceptions or correlational evi-
dence, this study links student performance to the teacher’s 
participation in the PD program, while controlling for each 
student’s prior achievement.

The APAI I is a four-day professional development program 
offered to teachers and administrators by EXCELerator™, a 
district reform program operated by the College Board. The 
APAI I program is designed to help teachers develop effective 
AP instructional strategies for a diverse student body and to 
help district, school, and curriculum leaders strengthen the 
district’s infrastructure to support AP students and teachers. 

About the Research
Teachers from a large urban school district on the West Coast 
participated in APAI I in the summer of 2009. The purpose of 
this project was to determine the impact of APAI I on student 
AP achievement on ELA and social studies course exams. 
AP scores from the subsequent 2009 and 2010 administra-
tions were examined for all participating teachers’ students 

who took the AP English Language and Composition, English 
Literature and Composition, U.S. History, World History, 
European History, Comparative Government and Politics, U.S. 
Government and Politics, or Human Geography Exams. 

Data and Methodology
Student-level data from three academic years (2007-08,  
2008-09, and 2009-10) were obtained from the participating 
school districts. These data included the following files: en-
rollment and demographics, course transcripts, college exam 
records, and state assessments. Also obtained were teacher-
level data that contained a file on courses and sections 
taught. Students were linked to specific teachers’ classrooms 
through a unique course and section identifier. Finally, a list of 
all teachers who participated in the APAI I PD program in the 
summer of 2009 was obtained from the districts (n = 23).

Participating teachers’ student achievement on AP was 
compared before and after the APAI I professional develop-
ment. Student AP performance (i.e., mean AP Exam score) 
from each cohort was the outcome of interest. Analysis of 
covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to compare students’ 
AP Exam scores while controlling for students’ prior achieve-
ment levels by year (before and after taking the APAI I PD), by 
student race/ethnicity, and by any interactions between year 
and race/ethnicity. Because the students included in the file 
were in different grade levels in high school (students partici-
pating in AP included sophomores, juniors, and seniors), prior 
achievement on the state assessment was identified simply 
as the students’ achievement in the year prior to their AP par-
ticipation. In other words, if a student’s AP Exam took place 
in his or her senior year, the junior-year state assessment was 
used to control for prior achievement.
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Results and Conclusions
There were 12 teachers who received the APAI I professional 
development and taught one of the specified AP courses in 
both the 2008-09 and 2009-10 academic years. There were 
slightly more AP students in 2009-10 than in 2008-09 (574 
and 509, respectively); students in 2009-10 also took more 
AP Exams than in 2008-09 (601 and 523, respectively). Much 
of this increase was represented by Hispanic students, who 
took AP Exams in greater numbers. After the APAI I PD, 
more Hispanic students of lower prior achievement were 
enrolled in the AP courses taught by the APAI teachers than 
before the APAI I (though the increase was not statistically 
significant). Despite this increase, there were no statistically 

significant differences between the students’ AP scores 
before and after the APAI I. In summary, students taking AP 
Exams in the second year were more diverse, represent-
ing lower levels of prior achievement while still managing to 
maintain consistent AP Exam performance. This finding sug-
gests that the teachers were, in fact, able to provide rigorous 
AP instruction to a more diverse set of learners.
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Table 1.

Number of Teachers, Students, and AP Exams in the Data File

2008-09 2009-10

AP Teachers 12 12

AP Students 509 574

AP Exams 523 601
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