
Brief #2
This is the second brief in a series from CSforAll-MN which provides an overview of Advanced Placement (AP) Computer 
Science (CS) course taking by Minnesota’s students. We hope this brief helps to clarify where AP CS courses are being 
offered (access), who is taking the exam (participation), and how well they perform on the exam (experience).
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Advanced Placement, a program of the College Board, offers high school students an opportunity to take college-level courses in 

high school and potentially earn college credit through an exam. Students may choose to take the AP course without taking the 

exam. There are two optional AP exams in Computer Science: Computer Science Principles (CSP) and Computer Science A (CSA). 

CSP was first offered in 2017 and was designed to broaden participation in computing through a breadth-first introduction to the 

big ideas in CS (creative development, data, algorithms and programming, computer systems and networks, and the impact of 

computing). In contrast, CSA was first offered in 1984 and focuses on learning to program using Java, a text-based programming 

language used in college and industry.

The data used in this brief are from the College Board, which provides annual reports on the exams, student demographics, and 

pass rates for each state.¹ The data reflects who took the exam (not participation in the course) and who passed the exam (score of 

3, 4, or 5). Exam-taking data are disaggregated by gender and race/ethnicity; however, data disaggregates for English learners, 

students with disabilities, or students who qualify for free/reduced lunch are not available. Data is also not available for 

students enrolled in an AP course who may not take an AP exam nor is it available for other types of high school CS courses that 

may provide college credit (e.g., concurrent enrollment). Historically, AP course data has been one of the only consistent sources 

of information about CS education at the state and national levels. AP data can also provide insight on progress towards lowering 

barriers and broadening the participation of historically marginalized groups such as women and American Indian, Black, and 

Hispanic people.

1

About 1 in 5 Minnesota high schools offer either or both AP 

CSP and CSA.² Geographically, the number of high schools 

offering AP CS courses varies by the economic development 

regions with more students having access to an AP CS 

course in the Twin Cities metropolitan area (region 11) and 

no students having access in regions 1, 2, 4, 6W, and 8.
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Minnesota high schools offer AP CS

Access: Where is AP CS taught?
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Participation: What students take or do not take AP CS exams?
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Number of Students Taking AP CS Exams in Minnesota
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Nationally there were almost 1.5 times as many students who took the AP CSP exam than the AP CSA exam in 2019. In Minnesota, 
this trend was noticeably reversed with 942 AP CSA exam takers and 605 AP CSP exam takers in 2019. The demographics of 
students who take AP CS exams in Minnesota do not match our state’s student demographics. Highlights in this data include: 1) male 
students are much more likely to take an AP CS course than female students; 2) female students have greater participation in AP CSP 
than CSA exams; 3) fewer than 5 American Indian and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students take AP CS exams; 4) less than 1% 
of all MN AP CS exam takers are Black female students, and 5) less than 6% of all MN AP CS exam takers identify as Hispanic.

Minnesota AP CS Exam Takers by Gender and Race/Ethnicity (2019)

Total American
Indian Asian Black Hispanic

Native
Hawaiian or

Paci�c
Islander

Two or More
Races White

AP CS - Female 21.3% 0.0% 5.9% 0.3% 1.5% 0.0% 1.2% 11.2%

AP CS - Male 78.7% 0.3% 13.7% 3.6% 4.1% 0.1% 3.7% 50.9%

AP CS - All 100.0% 0.3% 19.7% 3.9% 5.6% 0.1% 5.0% 62.1%

MN - All (Gr 9 -12) 100.0% 1.6% 6.7% 10.8% 9.5% 0.1% 4.3% 67.0%

18%
AP CSA

Female AP CS Exam Takers in MN (2019)

26%
AP CSP

Minnesota Students in 
Grades 9-12 Taking AP 

Computer Science Exams

0.56%
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¹ Data retrieved from http://research.collegeboard.org/programs/ap/data/. Reports for the 2020 exams were not available at the time of publication.
² Data retrieved from https://apcourseaudit.inflexion.org/ledger/ for 2020-2021 academic year.
³ National data retrieved from College Board Student Score Distributions for AP Exams (2017, 2018, 2019)
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Looking Forward
The data show disparities in K-12 students’ access to, participation in, and experience in AP CS exams 
throughout Minnesota. It is crucial that all students have positive early experiences in computing so that they 
can make informed decisions about selecting high school elective courses such as AP CSP and CSA. And, once 
in the course, that their experience is engaging and allows them to be successful in the course. Minnesota 
needs K-12 teachers who are licensed to teach CS who can address these systemic barriers.

The next two briefs examine Minnesota’s K-12 teacher licensure system and K-12 teacher preparation 
programs. A future brief will explore similar issues of access, participation, and experience for other high 
school CS courses offered in the state.
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Experience: How well do students perform on AP CS exams?
The AP CS exam data provided by the College Board illustrate the number and demographics of students who take exams as well as 
the number of those students who pass the exams. In the table, the number of students taking and passing AP CS exams in Minnesota 
for the past 3 years (2017-2019) are documented. Highlights in this data include: 1) greater numbers of Hispanic students take AP 
CSP than AP CSA; 2) the numbers of Black students taking CS exams continues to steadily increase; 3) the numbers of female 
students taking CS exams continues to steadily increase; and 4) pass rates for all student demographics in both exams decreased 
between 2017-2019.

Average Exam Takers and Pass Rates for AP CS in MN (2017-2019)
12 Black Female Exam Takers, 44% Pass

19 Hispanic Female Exam Takers, 36% Pass

34 Black Male Exam Takers, 44% Pass

55 Hispanic Male Exam Takers, 59% Pass

CSA CSP

 2017 2018 2019 2017 2018 2019

Female 129 (72%) 169 (74%) 173 (74%) 113 (80%) 135 (83%) 156 (69%)

Male 616 (72%) 710 (75%) 769 (70%) 343 (89%) 466 (84%) 449 (74%)

Asian 140 (73%) 179 (77%) 181 (70%) 111 (96%) 148 (85%) 123 (79%)

Black 11 (46%) 26 (62%) 29 (28%) 16 (44%) 18 (56%) 39 (39%)

Hispanic 24 (71%) 34 (68%) 29 (59%) 32 (53%) 45 (56%) 58 (38%)

Two or
More Races 30 (67%) 32 (88%) 55 (78%) 19 (84%) 20 (95%) 22 (82%)

White 530 (73%) 590 (75%) 623 (73%) 266 (90%) 343 (88%) 337 (81%)

AP CS Exam Takers and Pass Rates in Minnesota
(exam takers expressed in whole numbers; pass rates expressed in percentages)
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