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Cambridge qualifications proven to be good preparation for university studies in the US
By Stuart Shaw29.04.19In Higher education, ResearchComments 0
Getting into college in the US is notoriously competitive. With competition for places becoming increasingly global, some of the hardest colleges to get into accept just 5% of applicants.
Moreover, getting admitted is just the beginning. US Department of Education figures suggest that around 80% of Americans will enrol in college at some point, though only half will graduate with a four-year degree. 
Given these factors, how can the qualifications students take in high school help boost their chances of getting into and succeeding at university?
Over the last seven years, I have carried out extensive research to assess how well students who took Cambridge qualifications at high school do at college. Along with my colleagues, I have investigated whether Cambridge courses help students perform better than other programmes, looking at both quantitative and qualitative factors.
Cambridge International qualifications are an increasingly popular choice for US schools. We are one of several providers of curriculum and assessments, alongside the International Baccalaureate (IB) and the US-based Advanced Placement (AP). 
Currently working with over 400 schools, we provide both Cambridge International AS or A Levels, as well as an ‘accelerated’ full programme of study, the Cambridge Advanced International Certificate of Education (AICE[i]) diploma (which comprises a combination of AS and A Levels). 
Getting into college
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Our first consideration was to see if Cambridge qualifications helped students get admitted into college, and the answer was a resounding yes. Data from the National Student Clearinghouse, covering 3600 colleges and universities, showed that students with Cambridge qualifications enrolled immediately (that is, by the December immediately following high school completion) at a rate of over 75%, compared with the US national rate of 68%.
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First year success
Then we asked: do Cambridge students do better in their first year of college study than other students (measured by Grade Point Averages, or GPAs)? 
Our research, using data from over 8500 students at Florida State University, tells us that yes, students who have taken the Cambridge accelerated programme have better first-year GPAs than those who have taken the IB programme and those who did not enrol in any accelerated programme (after taking into account SAT scores, gender and race). 
There was no significant difference in GPAs between Cambridge graduates and those who had completed AP courses. However, given that Cambridge is relatively new to the US, whereas the IB and AP have been part of the US educational landscape for much longer, it is remarkable that Cambridge is having such a significant impact on students’ lives. 
Staying the course
So far, so good. But we know that doing well at university means more than just ‘acing’ your first-year GPA. Therefore, we also looked at whether having Cambridge qualifications improved the chances of a student staying on at university. 
We found that the more credits students earned through accelerated learning programmes at high school, the less likely they were to drop out of university. Students who earned the same number of credits through the Cambridge and AP programmes were equally likely to stay on their course of study. However, Cambridge students were more likely than IB students to continue their studies. 
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A further phase of our research with Florida State University explored the relationship between accelerated learning programmes and enrolling in Directed Individual Studies (research carried out under guidance) or the university honours programme (a collection of courses that allow students to explore their discipline in greater depth). 
We discovered that the likelihood of students undertaking Directed Individual Studies and enrolling on honours programmes goes up with the number of credit hours earned through the Cambridge, IB and AP programmes. In other words, the more pre-college studies a student takes, the more likely they are to be highly engaged in their university studies.
Graduating on time
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The much larger dataset from the National Student Clearinghouse confirms that students with Cambridge qualifications are more likely to graduate than students with other qualifications. But there’s more: Cambridge students are also more likely to finish their degrees on time. Sixty percent of Cambridge students graduate within four years, compared to 55% of AP students and 46% of US students. 
Cambridge gets students ‘college-ready’
We conducted interviews with teachers and students at five high schools in Florida State and Virginia State as well as Florida State University and the University of Minnesota, and were told that the Cambridge courses encourage good study habits, motivate and satisfy students, and prepare them for post-secondary programmes of study, particularly at college. In short, Cambridge gets students ‘college-ready’.
Cambridge qualifications go beyond teaching skills like note-taking, essay-writing and public speaking to strategies for coping with heavier workloads and independent research. 
Though some students struggled, they felt Cambridge helped them to push themselves: to ‘do the best I can’. This often meant that they found early college coursework relatively easy. 
Cambridge students also valued the critical thinking skills the programme helped them develop, and the ability to work independently. Crucially, they got a taste of time management, and learned how to handle stress better. As one student put it, ‘Cambridge is a mini-version of college’. 
Next steps
As our qualifications grow in popularity in the US, we will continue to monitor how Cambridge students perform at college, to ensure we are providing them with the best possible education to prepare them for university, and the world beyond.

[i] Accelerated programmes such as AICE have been growing in popularity in the US in recent years. They can range from subject courses added to a student’s regular programme of study, or more comprehensive programmes aimed at developing higher order thinking skills and deep subject knowledge.
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