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Success in AP Computer Science A isn't about being a genius; it’s about building the right mental 
framework. AŌer 11+ years of teaching Computer Science and collaboraƟng with other AP CS 
teachers and programs, I’ve seen what works and what doesn't. 

Many programs just follow a "checklist" of syntax, but that approach leaves students stranded 
when a problem looks unfamiliar. I’ve seen too many students get stuck, freeze, and lose 
confidence. When I took over the AP CS A program at my last school, the pass rate was 61%; in 
just one year of using my framework, we raised it to 83%. Here is the roadmap I used to make 
that happen. 

 

1. PrioriƟze "Familiarity" Before Class Starts 

Concepts click much faster when they aren't being heard for the very first Ɵme in a class. 
Whether it’s taking an Intro to Computer Science course first, joining a summer prep program, 
or simply reading about a topic the night before a lesson, that early exposure is a game-changer. 

 The Science of Learning: Seeing the material before it is formally taught is vital because 
pre-exposure reduces cogniƟve overload. When a student doesn't have to waste mental 
energy on "What does this bracket mean?" or "What is a variable?", they can dedicate 
their full aƩenƟon to the actual logic being taught. 

 The Advantage: Even light exposure to Java syntax, loops, and methods ensures that 
when the school year begins, the student is recognizing paƩerns they’ve already seen 
rather than struggling to keep up. By moving from "unknown" to "familiar" early on, 
they can focus on mastery instead of just survival. 

 

2. Problem Solving > Memorizing Code 

Many students think coding is about memorizing commands. It’s not. AP CS A is a problem-
solving class first and a programming class second. 

 The Key Skills: Students succeed when they learn to break problems into smaller steps, 
think logically, and debug mistakes. 

 The Mindset: The students who struggle most are oŌen the ones who panic when they 
get stuck. Success comes from staying calm when code doesn't work immediately. 



3. Embrace the "Struggle" (The OpƟon 2 Mindset) 

Every programmer gets stuck. The exam is actually designed to challenge students with 
unfamiliar problems or "mysterious" interfaces they've never seen before. 

 OpƟon 1: Panic and shut down. 

 OpƟon 2: “I haven’t seen something like this before: it looks interesƟng.  Let’s see what 
it does!”  

 The Goal: We don't just "get through" the struggle; we use it to fuel growth. By tesƟng 
ideas step-by-step and staying curious when confused, students transform a moment of 
frustraƟon into a moment of discovery. This is how they build the independence and 
confidence to thrive in any technical environment. 

 

4. Master HandwriƟng (The "Paper & Pencil" Reality) 

One thing that surprises many students is that the AP exam requires you to handwrite code. 

 No Safety Nets: That means no compiler, no autocomplete, and no instant error 
messages. 

 The PracƟce: Just like math, wriƟng code by hand is a specific skill. Students who 
pracƟce organizing their thoughts on paper before the exam are far more prepared for 
the Free Response QuesƟons (FRQs). 

 

5. Confidence Drives Performance 

Many believe confidence comes aŌer success, but in coding, confidence is built through guided 
pracƟce and small wins during the struggle. 

 The Result: When students understand how coding works, they stop feeling inƟmidated. 
They start to experiment, think creaƟvely, and enjoy the process. 

 The Outcome: This mindset leads to stronger grades, beƩer AP performance, and a 
genuine interest in computer science. 

 

 

 



Final Thought 

Students do not need to enter AP Computer Science A already knowing everything. But a liƩle 
preparaƟon can be the difference between a year of frustraƟon and a year of success. 

If your student could benefit from structured support and a stronger foundaƟon before the 
school year begins, let's connect. 

 

CurƟs Grover  

Grover Computer Science Success 

dadschoolcs@gmail.com 

 

Join the Facebook Community: 

Computer Science Success:  A Parent’s Resource & Support Hub 

 

 


