
The best high school in America helped create the fast-growing AP program — but now it does 
things differently 
  
Abby Jackson • Nov. 2, 2017, 8:42 AM  •  Business Insider 
 
Phillips Academy, a boarding school in Andover, Massachusetts, that is often pegged as the best high school in America, 
thinks about the Advanced Placement (AP) program differently than it used to. "We were one of the founding AP schools 
in the 1950s," head of school John Palfrey told Business Insider. "We have decided over the time that teaching to the 
AP is not the best way of teaching [US history]."  
 
Created by a company called the College Board, the AP program offers college-level classes to students in high school, 
with the intent that some students can earn credit toward their college degree early. Some colleges accept high scores 
on the AP exam for credit or for students to bypass an entry-level classes.  
 
Since its founding, the AP program has grown at a quick pace. In 2016, 2.6 million students took 4.7 million AP exams.  
While Andover does offer some AP classes, it does so only in certain math and science fields, without offering AP 
courses in the humanities and social sciences.   
  
Other schools have eschewed the courses all together. It's a trend that appears at many top private high schools, but 
also speaks to the difference in resources that exists between private and public schools.  
 
Private schools, with the benefit of hefty budgets and small class sizes, are able to provide flexible, creative, and rigorous 
curricula, The Wall Street Journal reported in 2004 as a number of private high schools dropped AP classes. These 
schools don't want to have to rigidly subscribe to what the College Board deems appropriate for mastery of a certain 
subject. This is certainly true at Andover, which has a $1 billion endowment and offers intimate classes. The student-
teacher ratio for the entire school is 5-to-1.  
 
Many also want to unburden students from feeling like they must take an AP class because it's in some way superior to a 
class that's better suited to their interests. Andover offers classes in existentialism, anthropology, architecture, religion, 
and philosophy, all of which are not covered in AP subjects.  
 
Despite the fact that Andover doesn't offer certain AP courses, many students still choose to take AP exams, meaning 
they must take on additional reading and studying to their already packed schedules. Students likely think that colleges 
look favorably upon the number of high scores they receive on AP exams.  
 
Andover teachers recognize that not offering AP courses places the burden on students who still want to take and pass 
the tests. "It is a hard response to hear when these students are juggling a lot of different things," dean of students 
Jenny Elliott told Business Insider.    
 
 
 

Editor's note: A previous version of this story stated Andover doesn't offer any AP courses.  
Andover offers AP courses in math and science fields only. 


