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In Shortchanged: How Advanced Placement Cheats Students, education scholar Annie
Abrams argues that the Advanced Placement (AP) program has strayed far from its
architects’ intentions, and that the current version harms students, teachers, and our
democracy as a whole. While AP was designed in the 1950s as a bridge between high
school and college, the program has only widened the divide between those spaces.

For Abrams, this issue is personal. As an AP English teacher, she noticed a dis-
connect between writing in her own college courses and writing in “college level” AP
courses. She embarked on a research journey that became this book. Shortchanged
provides glimpses into Abrams’s own classroom, incorporating anecdotes throughout.
This makes the text highly readable while centering the group most affected by AP’s
flaws: students.

The book’s scope is ambitious but logical, divided into two clear parts. The first
half contains a deeply researched history of AP’s origins, setting the stage for a second
half that critiques what the program has become. Abrams draws on academic research
and journalism, as well as sources like Reddit comments from parents and students.
The writing is sharp, unrestrained, and sometimes funny. A critical scholar, Abrams
consistently foregrounds issues of race and inequality.Though the author is unambigu-
ous in her stance toward AP, the research and writing feel evenhanded; she criticizes
the College Board’s curricular overreach, but acknowledges some course materials are
worthwhile.

The introduction captures AP exam day anxiety: “You regurgitate what you’ve just
barely digested … no time to think about it. Press on” (p. 3). Abrams then describes the
enormous scale of AP, which holds schools and colleges nationwide to its standards,
enshrined in law. The College Board’s expansion of AP represents a concerning priva-
tization of public services, centralizing control over a national curriculum to a powerful
few. AP markets its expansion as equity-driven even as it exacerbates inequality. The
whole approach, Abrams says, is “wrong” and “antidemocratic” (p. 16).

Part 1, “Validity,” offers a deep (and dense) dive into AP’s origins. Chapter 1 returns
to the 1930s and 1940s to examine Harvard president James Conant’s intellectual
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commitments to a “national culture” (p. 19) defined by rationality and humanistic
education, and his hopes for class fluidity, school reform, and coherence between high
school and college.

Chapters 2 and 3 describe the Blackmer and Kenyon committees—“always men,
always white” (p. 50), all from elite institutions—whose work informed AP’s actual
formation in the 1950s. Funded by private entities like the Ford Foundation, these
groups were tasked with “making accessible to a broad range of secondary schools
the standards and practices of the nation’s preeminent colleges” (p. 69). Amid the
Cold War, these founders believed the key to sustaining democracy was a citizenry
steeped in the humanities and liberal learning. They designed AP with pedagogi-
cal autonomy and individualistic thinking in mind, admonishing against prescrip-
tive, test-driven, or standardized approaches. Gordon Keith Chalmers of the Kenyon
Committee said, “The point was to make education meaningful, not to make it easily
calculable” (p. 92).

So, what happened? Abrams says these architects did not have the same hand in
the program’s implementation. For example, the Blackmer Committee outsourced its
appendix on examinations to Henry S. Dyer, a Harvard expert in testing. Abrams
argues that choices like this had an outsized impact on how AP was actually oper-
ationalized in schools. Since then, AP’s implementers have increasingly “worked
backward from the fact of tests” (p. 66) and other means of efficiency, squandering
the program’s initial promise. After three chapters on the philosophies undergirding
AP—including a wariness of standardization—the description of testing’s proliferation
felt sudden. Per Abrams, it’s only gotten worse.

Part 2, “Accountability,” critiques the current state of AP and how far it has strayed.
Chapter 4 describes how the College Board’s new digital platform, “AP Classroom,”
turns the study of APUSHistory into a “perversely dehumanized transaction” (p. 105).
According to Abrams, AP Classroom’s rigid interface moves students through discrete,
narrow, exam-aligned units, prioritizing compliance. This alternative to the physical
classroom reduces social and cultural exchanges, recasting the teacher as a manager of
assigned modules.

Chapter 5 outlines how automated grading software and corresponding rubrics have
corruptedwriting inAP’s popular English courses. Test-driven, formulaicwriting is not
a new phenomenon. But Abrams says the problem is getting worse as course quality
takes a back seat to software compatibility, efficiency, scale, and profit: “More than ever,
AP essays measure a basic ability to conform and regurgitate” (p. 126). Though AP
Classroom touts widespread access as a means of equity, elite schools are moving away
from hollow AP courses while the rest are left with this “flatter experience” (p. 135).
Fewer colleges are giving credit for AP English, viewing it as a cheapened version of
the subject.

Chapter 6 recounts how the College Board’s changes to AP US Government have
fostered more prescriptive instruction and a narrowed take on civics. Overseeing
an expansion into curriculum design, CEO David Coleman promised the revamped
course would be a “timeless,” “nonpartisan” introduction to public life (p. 145). From
2009 to 2019, the course guide doubled in size, with rigid sequencing and fixed text
sets. While acknowledging the value of some content, Abrams laments, “The unifor-
mity of the national curriculum they envision threatens to dull the very liberalism that
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course readings and framework aim to promote” (p. 146). She advocates formore local,
community input into the curriculum.

In the conclusion, Abrams follows the money behind the “College Board’s opaque
empire” (p. 164). As states enable AP’s commoditization, even families who see it as “a
racket” (p. 139) have little choice but to buy in. Abrams is blunt: AP “createsmore prob-
lems than it solves” (p. 167). Without claiming to have easy solutions, she does suggest
some ways forward, such as reevaluating notions of eliteness and democratic citi-
zenship; strengthening school-university ties; overhauling college admissions; better
balancing public and private funding; and de-emphasizing standardized tests.

Shortchanged is a valuable read for anyone connected to AP, from students and fam-
ilies to policymakers. Education historians will appreciate part 1, but policymakers
would also do well to learn that history to see how warped AP has become. Readers
interested in critiques of the current program might jump directly to part 2.

After finishing Shortchanged, readers may wonder: What would it mean to recon-
vene and reimagineAP today? Clearly there would need to be different folks at the table
this time, with greater emphasis on implementation. Per Abrams, these new architects
would need to leave space for local community input (though they’d have to reckon
with situations like in Florida, where AP has become a political football). They would
need to guard against corporate expansion masquerading as equity, and address why
elite schools and colleges have moved away from AP.

The book makes clear the College Board has no motivation for any such redesign.
The epilogue warns, “There is somuch hope in students.We are squandering it. And as
we fail to invest in the nation’s future, a private company is making a killing” (p. 178).

We shouldn’t especially care what the individual founders might think of AP today,
although they’d be horrified, to be sure. Abrams, however, insists that we ourselves
should be horrified. Shortchanged provides that opportunity.
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