
AP vs PSEO:  How to Decide? 

Minnesota high school students are fortunate that they have multiple ways to earn college credits while still in high school.  Three of the 
most popular options, AP, PSEO and CIS, are offered at SPCPA.  The fact that students have these choices does not mean that they are 
interchangeable.  Each method provides students with distinct advantages and related limitations, which may be most easily understood 

via this comparison: 

 Advanced Placement Post-Secondary Enrollment 
Option 

College in the Schools 

Location At SPCPA Outside SPCPA At SPCPA 

Instructors SPCPA Staff Non-SPCPA Staff SPCPA Staff 

Enrollment No additional forms required. Determined via outside assessment 
(Accuplacer/ACT score) or 
institutional measurement. 
Additional forms required. 

No additional forms required. 

Application Process SPCPA registration option. Test 
registration completed in class. 

State and institution-specific forms 
completed by student and parent 
as part of the application process 

and resubmitted each semester 
while enrolled. 

SPCPA registration option.  U of 
MN registration completed in 
class. 

Relationship to High 
School Coursework 

Builds on rigor experienced in 
Advanced Level Courses. 

Assumes a Minimum of College 
Level Reading Skills. 

Builds on rigor experienced in 
Advanced Level Courses. 

Curriculum   Determined by The College 
Board. 

Determined by PSEO Instructors Determined by U of MN-Twin 
Cities 

Degree of Difficulty Determined by The College 
Board. 

Determined by PSEO Instructors Determined by U of MN-Twin 
Cities 

Course Awareness National(*) Local Local 

Scheduling Built into regular school day. Independent of school day.  
Requires flexibility (possibly 
evening/weekend hours).   

Built into regular school day. 

Assessment Process Teacher assigned grade.  Single 
end of year national test 
determines AP score.  Grade 
receives 1.2 multiplier. 

Institution determined assessments.   U of MN determined assessments. 
Grade receives 1.2 multiplier. 

Automatic College 
Transcript 

No Yes Yes 

Amount of College 
Credit 

Based on AP score and 
institutional policy.  May result in 
actual credit or higher level 
placement in subsequent courses. 

Based on course guide.  Match 
between institutional 
requirements/course descript 
determined by institution.  May 
result in elective credit rather than 
required credit toward desired 
degree. 

Based on course guide.  Match 
between institutional 
requirements/course descript 
determined by institution.  May 
result in elective credit rather than 
required credit toward desired 
degree. 

Successful Student 
Qualities 

Time management skills.  Ability 
to grasp and maintain 
information delivered over the 
course of an entire school year. 

Strong writing and analytical 
skills.  Diligence and an 
excellent work ethic is necessary 
to be successful on AP exams. 

Independence.  Transportation.  
Time management skills.  Ability to 
move successfully beyond a high 
school setting.  Ability to function 

with limited direct 
instruction/fewer assessments.  
Strong writing and analytical skills.   

Ability to grasp information 
quickly in a more dynamic 
learning environment. Strong 
writing and analytical skills.  Time 

management skills.  Ability to 
function with fewer assessment 
opportunities or diverse 
assessment types. 

(*)Note:  One key difference between AP and PSEO or CIS is related to the National standing of the AP courses.  Every AP student takes 

the same exam on the same day to determine how well they mastered the same content.  This arrangement provides highly selective 

colleges and universities with valuable information beyond a high school transcript or ACT score.  Scoring well (4 or 5) on this exam 

demonstrates a student’s ability to master the subject over the long-term, not just long enough to take a single test.  These scores 

provide additional data points with which to compare excellent candidates. AP courses may not guarantee college credit, but several 

high scores (4 or 5) from junior year or earlier, can help students gain the attention of the highly selective institutions in a way that the 

more localized courses provided by PSEO or CIS cannot.   


