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The AP Cluster.
A reference framework on AP subject selection
and the AP Capstone Diploma.

❦

Aworking framework for families navigating the Advanced

Placement program. Distilled from two Harland Review editorials

covering the decisions that shape an AP candidacy. Written for

parents and students who want the substance without reading two

full editorials.
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I N S I D E  T H I S  G U I D E

Five decisions inside
an AP transcript.

The Advanced Placement program offers structural freedom: students
assemble their own portfolio of advanced courses without committing
to a fixed program. That freedom carries decisions families need to
make. Each is answered in the framework that follows.

01 How to approach AP subject selection without a fixed structure.

02 Which AP subjects matter for which universities.

03 Whether to pursue the AP Capstone Diploma.

04 How AP Seminar and AP Research differ from regular APs.

05 What universities look for in an AP transcript.
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T H E  D E C I S I O N  F R A M E W O R K

Decision 01

Selecting APs without a fixed structure.
The AP program lets students take individual advanced courses rather than committing to a fixed program.
The freedom is the strength and the risk.

Unlike the IB Diploma's tightly designed six-subject structure, AP is à la carte. A student can take six APs
or twelve. They can concentrate them in STEM, in humanities, or spread them across both. There is no
required core, no compulsory writing component, no mandated international language requirement. The
transcript is whatever the student and school assemble.

This freedom suits students who know what they are pointing toward. A future engineering applicant can
stack Calculus BC, Physics C, Chemistry, Biology, and Computer Science A. A future humanities applicant
can build around English Literature, US History, World History, Government, and a foreign language.

The risk is the incoherent transcript. Students who take APs based on which subjects feel easiest, or
which teachers they like, can end up with eight or nine APs that do not signal anything. Universities
reading such transcripts cannot tell what the student is capable of, or what they intend to study.

Drawn from "Choosing AP Subjects," The Harland Review, February 25, 2026.

❦

Decision 02

Which APs matter for which universities.
Selective universities read the AP transcript with discipline-specific filters. Knowing which APs map to which
programs decides whether the application is competitive.

For UK selective universities, Cambridge and similar programs typically request five APs at score 5, with
subject prerequisites for prerequisite-heavy fields. UK medical programs require AP Chemistry and either
AP Biology or AP Physics. Engineering programs require Calculus BC and Physics C.

In the US, AP credit policies at selective universities have tightened. MIT awards credit only for a narrow
set of high-scoring APs. Princeton discontinued its Advanced Standing program for the Class of 2029
onward, retaining AP scores for placement only. Harvard's Advanced Standing requires four scores of 5.
The competitive-rigor signal matters more than credit transfer.

For Asian selective universities, the University of Hong Kong explicitly excludes AP Seminar, AP Research,
AP Latin, and AP English Language from entry-requirement counts. Knowing which APs your target
universities accept and exclude is the difference between a transcript that supports the application and
one that wastes student capacity.

Drawn from "Choosing AP Subjects," The Harland Review, February 25, 2026.
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T H E  D E C I S I O N  F R A M E W O R K  ·  C O N T I N U E D

Decision 03

Whether to pursue the AP Capstone Diploma.
AP Capstone is the AP system's research credential. It looks like an extra burden. It functions as the structural
alternative to the IB Diploma core.

The AP Capstone Diploma requires AP Seminar, AP Research, and four additional AP exams at score 3 or
higher. Students who complete only AP Seminar and AP Research earn the AP Seminar and Research
Certificate instead. The two credentials signal different things to universities.

The credit picture is narrow. According to College Board policy data, only about 12% of US colleges award
credit for AP Capstone. MIT is the only top-20 US university awarding meaningful credit (9 unrestricted
elective units for scores of 5 on both Seminar and Research). The University of Chicago, UT Austin, and
UCLA explicitly exclude Capstone from credit awards. Cambridge values AP Capstone but does not count
it toward formal entry requirements.

The Capstone decision should not be driven by credit expectations. It should be driven by whether the
student wants to develop the research and argumentative writing skills the program teaches, whether the
school offers the program with adequate teacher capacity, and whether the timing fits within the
student's broader AP load.

Drawn from "The AP Capstone Diploma," The Harland Review, April 28, 2026.

❦

Decision 04

How AP Seminar and Research differ from regular APs.
AP Seminar and AP Research do not teach subject content. They teach research, evidence-based argument,
and academic writing. The assessment structures reflect that.

AP Seminar uses a three-component assessment: an Individual Research-Based Essay and Presentation, a
Team Project and Presentation, and an end-of-course written examination. Approximately 80% of the
grade is externally assessed. The course emphasizes structured argumentation across multiple academic
perspectives.

AP Research is the second-year capstone, taken after AP Seminar. Students complete a 4,000–5,000
word Academic Paper (75% of the grade) and a Presentation, Oral Defense, and Performance Task
component (25%). The Academic Paper is externally assessed.

Sequencing matters: AP Research cannot be taken without first completing AP Seminar. Students
entering 12th grade who want both must have started Seminar in 11th. Students transferring schools in 11th
or 12th may find the sequence closed off entirely if their previous school did not offer Seminar.

Drawn from "The AP Capstone Diploma," The Harland Review, April 28, 2026.
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T H E  D E C I S I O N  F R A M E W O R K  ·  C O N T I N U E D

How the transcript reads.

Decision 05

What universities look for in an AP transcript.
The total number of APs matters less than the coherence of the selection and the strength of the scores.
Selective universities read for capability and direction, not volume.

The first signal universities read is rigor relative to school context. Admissions offices know that
a school offering 25 APs sets a different expectation than a school offering 8. A student who
took 6 of 8 available APs at their school signals as a stronger candidate than a student who took
6 of 25. The published school profile, not the absolute count, is the reference.

The second signal is subject coherence relative to the declared intended major. A student
applying for engineering with Calculus BC, Physics C, and Computer Science A signals capability
for that program. A student applying for engineering with five humanities APs and one math AP
signals something different. Universities will read the transcript through the lens of what the
student says they want to study.

The third signal is score quality. AP scores of 5 carry the credit and acceleration weight. Scores
of 4 are competent. Scores of 3 are passes that may or may not transfer. A transcript of eight
APs with mostly 4s and 3s reads differently from a transcript of six APs with mostly 5s.
Universities tend to value the latter.

The fourth signal is what is excluded. The HKU explicit exclusion list (AP Seminar, Research, Latin,
English Language) means that filling a transcript with these APs while applying to HKU does not
help the candidacy.

The practical takeaway is that the AP transcript is read for direction, calibration, and rigor, in
that order. Students who let the transcript happen passively miss the chance to shape what it
signals.

Synthesized across both editorials in this guide.

❦
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F O R  T H E  F U L L  D I S C U S S I O N

The editorials behind
this guide.

This guide distills two editorials from The Harland Review. The full discussions
cover the structural reasoning, the local picture for Taipei AP-track schools, and
the patterns we see at Harland.

A D VA N C E D  P L AC E M E N T  ·  F E B R U A R Y  2 5 ,  2 0 2 6  ·  1 9 - M I N U T E  R E A D

Choosing AP Subjects
harland.com.tw/harland-review/choosing-ap-subjects/

A D VA N C E D  P L AC E M E N T  ·  A P R I L  2 8 ,  2 0 2 6  ·  1 4 - M I N U T E  R E A D

The AP Capstone Diploma
harland.com.tw/harland-review/ap-capstone-diploma/

❦

If your family is weighing one of these decisions.

The decisions in this guide are the kind that benefit from a conversation. Our

Student Coordinator speaks regularly with families navigating AP selection,

transcript shape, and the Capstone decision. To start a conversation, visit 

harland.com.tw/contact/.
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