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ABSTRACT 

Students populating AP programs in urban communities do not reflect schools’ 

demographic makeup. Many underrepresented students with the potential to succeed do not 

access or complete AP programs. However, some have participated and done well. This study 

employed a narrative inquiry qualitative design to explore underrepresented students' educational 

experiences who have successfully accessed college readiness opportunities through AP 

participation in high school. Narrative inquiry allowed me to examine students' lived experiences 

and their perceptions of the influence of school protective factors, including caring relationships, 

high expectations, and opportunities for meaningful participation. Academic Resilience was 

selected as the Theoretical framework because it attempts to explain why some students perform 

better and achieve academic success despite having experienced adversity and risk while others 

do not. The students in this study experienced caring relationships and high expectations within 

their home and school environments. The students exhibited a strong belief in themselves and 

their future orientation. The students were intrinsically motivated and driven to succeed in 

school. Overall, experiences with risk and adversity in school did not play a significant role in 

these students' lives. It is suggested that educators pay attention to what was revealed from the 

narratives of this study and begin building on them: 1) underrepresented students can access and 

succeed in AP program; 2) access and opportunity gaps exist for students in AP participation; 3) 

relationships with teachers matter; 4) students exhibited the ability to adapt; and 5) students 

demonstrated academic resilience through COVID-19 pandemic. By highlighting students' 

experiences and academic success stories in this study, underrepresented students in other urban 

school districts may experience similar academic opportunities. 
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Chapter 1 

 The strongest predictor of whether students will achieve success in college is having had 

a rigorous course of study in high school (Adelman, 1999, p. 14). One strategy for strengthening 

high school students’ college readiness has been to increase their participation in Advanced 

Placement courses and exams (Bernhardt, 2014; Cisneros et al., 2014; Hallett & Venegas, 2011). 

Students who successfully take and pass AP exams have completed college-level work before 

leaving high school. Traditionally underrepresented students, those who identify as African 

American or Hispanic, first-generation college students, and those identified as economically 

disadvantaged, often do not participate in AP programs. Several factors lead to the low 

participation of underrepresented students in AP courses, including lack of information on the 

benefits of engaging in the AP curricula (Abbott‐Chapman et al., 2014; Kerr, 2014; Olszewski-

Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2014). Individual choices and the opportunities available to students 

shape their academic pathways. While students typically self-select (often with the aid of 

parents, teachers, or counselors) into an AP course of study, many structural dimensions 

constrain this choice and result in self-perpetuating educational pathways (Bernhardt, 2014; Ross 

et al., 2012). The result is students who are white and middle to upper class regularly access 

these opportunities, whereas underrepresented students do so less often. Therefore, it was 

essential to understand from underrepresented students themselves how they gained access to the 

college readiness opportunities situated within AP courses. There was also a need to learn about 

their experiences in those courses. 

Research Problem 

The Advanced Placement (AP) Program, since its inception in 1955, has provided high 

school students the opportunity to experience college-level academic coursework and take an 
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end-of-course exam measuring content mastery (Maeroff, 1983). Early on, AP programs were 

only available for a school's most elite students. However, since 2002, when the College Board 

adopted an "AP for all" approach, this is no longer the case. The College Board's AP equity 

statement encourages education systems to strive to ensure their AP classes reflect the diversity 

of their student population. Additionally, the College Board (2014b) is committed to ensuring 

students with the potential for success and are willing to accept the challenge of a rigorous 

academic curricula should have the opportunity to participate in AP programs. 

The AP Program has two parts: course content and annual examinations. The course 

content includes a syllabus and curricula developed by a high school teacher and college 

professors (Wyatt et al., 2015). The content reflects current pedagogical trends and attempts to 

mirror academic content recognized as universal in a college introductory course in that subject. 

Many of the high school AP courses’ content are the same as those used at the college level 

(Sadler & Tai, 2007). Overall, the AP program offers high school students the opportunity to 

complete college-level coursework in 38 subjects, including the Arts, English, History and Social 

Sciences, Math and Computer Science, Sciences, and World Language and Cultures (Wyatt et 

al., 2018). 

The annual exam, the second part of the AP program, is the tool used to assess the 

student's mastery of the course content. The exams consist of multiple-choice and essay-based 

questions. The grades from the two sections of the exam are combined and then converted into a 

5-point scale. A score of 5 means exceptionally well qualified; a score of 4 means well qualified; 

a score of 3 means qualified; a score of 2 means possibly qualified, and 1 means no 

recommendation. In general, with scores of 3 and above, the student earns college credit at 

postsecondary institutions (Sadler & Tai, 2007; Wyatt et al., 2018). 
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Participation in an AP program is an indicator of a student's college readiness and is 

positively related to college success. Studies of AP programs have provided data regarding 

college readiness, enrollment and acceptance, persistence, graduation rates, and postsecondary 

success. Consequently, an extensive research body has established a systematic link between AP 

participation and many college success measures. Specifically, increased college admittance, 

higher college enrollment rates (Attewell & Domina, 2008; Kolluri, 2018; Long et al., 2012), 

more excellent institutional selectivity (Bastedo & Bowman, 2017; Horn & Kojaku, 2001), lower 

rates of remediation (Adelman et al., 2003; Whiton et al., 2018), increased financial aid (Hacsi, 

2004; Millea et al., 2018; Santoli, 2002) and higher four-year college graduation rates (Adelman, 

1999, 2006).  

Based on the College Board's stated commitment to diversity and equity, it is believed 

equal opportunities to access AP programs exist in schools. However, data reveal a much 

different story of persistent inequity in distributing access to and successful completion in AP 

programs (Bromberg & Theokas, 2013; Hallett & Venegas, 2011). As racial minority and low-

income enrollments escalate in urban school districts, the students populating high schools' most 

rigorous classes, the AP courses, do not reflect schools' demographic makeup. Often considered 

at-risk of academic failure, there is substantial evidence showing the inequity of 

underrepresented students (i.e., students from historically underrepresented racial or ethnic 

groups, first-generation college students, or students from economically disadvantaged family 

backgrounds) who gain access to AP programs (Balemian & Feng, 2013; Conger et al., 2009; 

Klopfenstein, 2004; Moore & Slate, 2008; Theokas & Saaris, 2013; VanSciver, 2006). A 

Pathways to College Network (2004) study reported that only 28% of low-income students were 

enrolled in a high school college preparatory program, such as AP, compared to 65% of middle 
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and high-income students. African American and Hispanic students are the least represented 

ethnic student groups in AP courses and exam takers (College Board, 2012; Ndura et al., 2003; 

Solorzano & Ornelas, 2004).  

Many factors contribute to low participation among African American, Hispanic, and 

low-income students in AP courses. These include poverty, course availability, lack of resources, 

low school engagement and connectedness, lack of parental support, displaced relationships with 

teachers and peers, and academic tracking. Teachers being unaware of cultural implications 

affecting student performance and rigorous courses’ participation is also a factor (Abbott‐

Chapman et al., 2014; Kerr, 2014). Schools typically use criteria such as grade point average 

(GPA) or grades in previous courses to determine AP courses placement. Often, these criteria 

pair with teacher recommendations. Teachers serve as gatekeepers for the AP courses, and their 

implicit biases about underrepresented students create preference even in the presence of 

established criteria (Bernhardt, 2014).   

Additionally, students identified with the potential to participate successfully in AP do 

not always enroll in the program (Wyatt et al., 2012). The College Board identifies students for 

AP courses through the AP Potential Report, which is generated when students take the 

Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT, Mattern et al., 2013). The AP Potential Report 

identifies students who show a readiness to excel in specific subject areas. Based on this report, 

the College Board identified nearly 300,000 students in the class of 2013 with the potential to 

succeed in AP who graduated without participating in a matched AP course. In 2012, the College 

Board reported that 62% of all 2012 high school graduates had the potential to be successful in 

AP programs but were not enrolled. Specifically, the College Board examined AP science course 

participation and found even though they showed potential for success, 40% of Hispanic students 
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and 30% of African American students did not enroll in AP programs (College Board, 2014a). 

For the small percentage of underrepresented students who access AP programs, success 

rates, as revealed through AP exam participation and success, are well below White and higher-

income students. The College Board (2014a) reported 9% for African American students, 19% 

for Hispanic students, and 27.5% for low-income students in the 2013 graduating class took an 

AP exam compared to 55.9% of White students. Furthermore, the data revealed 4.6% of African 

Americans, 16.9% of Hispanic, and 21% of low-income students scored a three or higher on AP 

exams compared to 61% of White participants. African American students in the graduating 

class of 2013 were the most underrepresented group in AP classrooms and the population of 

successful AP exam takers. There is no growth in many cases compared to the graduating class 

of 2003 in the percentages of these student groups scoring a three, four, or five. The Hispanic 

student group declined from 15.4%, scoring a five in 2003 to 8.4% in 2013 (College Board, 

2014a).  

While the data show many underrepresented students with the potential to succeed do not 

access or complete AP programs, some have participated and done well. Throughout school 

districts across American, millions of K-12 students come to school from underprivileged urban 

communities and succeed academically despite facing adversity and dire circumstances such as 

low socioeconomic status, academic tracking, course availability, low expectations, inadequate 

resources, and fragmented services (Wyner, Bridgeland, & Diiulio, 2007). They defy the 

stereotype that poverty precludes high academic performance, and that lower-income and low 

academic achievement are linked. Their success demonstrates that economically and socially 

disadvantaged students can achieve at the highest levels (Wang et al., 1997). In the 2013 
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graduating class, 275,864 students identified as low-income took at least one AP exam. Of those 

students, 47.8% scored a three, four, or five on an AP exam.  

Furthermore, in the 2019 graduating class, 4.3% of the African American participants and 

24.8% of Hispanic participants scored a three or higher on an AP exam (College Board, 2019). 

Additionally, underrepresented students who take AP courses have college persistence rates that 

are competitive with traditionally high achieving, high-income students (Cisneros, Gomez, 

Powers, Holloway-Libell, & Corley, 2014). These reports reveal that access to the rigorous AP 

curricula is one method to close the achievement and opportunity gaps and lead to more 

postsecondary success for underrepresented students (Cisneros et al., 2014). 

Benard (2004) suggested that many students develop the capacity to fight unfavorable 

circumstances, defying the stereotype that risk precludes academic success, and that risk factors 

and low academic performance are linked. Students from economically and socially 

underprivileged backgrounds can learn and perform at the highest levels, providing hope to 

others in similar situations (Wang, 1997). Despite adverse conditions, these students who 

succeed in school are often referred to as academically resilient and constitute an important but 

scarcely understood segment of the public-school population (Waxman, Gray, & Padron, 2003).  

These students' presence and success in AP courses highlight their often-overlooked 

strengths, resources, and support systems. Capturing the personal stories of students who were 

successful in AP courses, and learning directly from them what influenced their academic 

success can help school personnel better understand what mitigates risk factors and how students 

positively respond to setbacks and overcome educational barriers. A focus on resilience can 

provide insight into the factors that help mitigate risk by revealing what influences those students 

who succeed in school despite the presence of adversity (Greene & Conrad, 2002), aiding to 
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transform risk and adversity into success (Griffin & Allen, 2006). It is equally important that 

educators understand why this is so and what protects resilient students from their adversities 

(Fraser, 2004; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997).  

To increase underrepresented students' AP participation, it is necessary to understand 

better the factors that operate in those students' daily lives who beat the odds, and how they 

overcame adversity to access and complete AP courses and exams in high school. This research 

highlights the voices and stories of underrepresented students who successfully accessed and 

completed AP courses, despite risk factors. The following section will discuss academic 

resilience and its use as the theoretical lens that framed this study. 

Theoretical Framework  

The theory of resilience emerged over 40 years ago and attempts to explain why some 

students perform better and achieve success despite having experienced adversity and risk while 

others do not (Benard, 1991; Bryan, 2005; Bryan et al., 2020; Morales & Trotman, 2004; 

Waxman, Huang, & Wang, 1997). Resilience is a “multi-faceted, complex phenomenon that 

enables an individual to succeed despite adverse conditions or outcomes” (Wayman, 2002, p. 

168). As it pertains to educational resilience, researchers have identified and promoted certain 

factors that protect against the adverse effects created by at-risk situations, which they have 

defined as personal and environmental factors (McMillan & Reed, 1994; Wayman, 2002). 

Personal factors relate to internal attributes and attitudes that a person utilizes to block 

themselves against the adverse effects of their situation, such as a willingness to work hard, high 

educational aspirations, and intrinsic motivation. Environmental factors include external 

influences that provide support and protect against the negative factors that may threaten a 

resilient person. 
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As shown in Figure 1, Benard’s (2004) theory of resilience identifies a relationship 

between these elements: the environment (external protective factors) helps satisfy or meet 

individual needs (developmental inputs), which promote developmental outcomes (internal 

protective factors) and results in student success outcomes (social impacts). The three external 

protective factors are: 1) caring relationships; 2) high expectations; and 3) meaningful 

opportunities for student engagement through participation and contribution. Researchers 

theorized that protective factors associated with positive school-related and developmental 

outcomes for youth are more rooted in environmental interactions among three systems: home, 

community, and school (Benard, 2004; Fraser et al., 2004; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Morales, 

2010; Williams & Bryan, 2013). When present, these protective factors contribute to creating 

environments that meet student developmental needs and foster resilience in students. Student 

developmental needs include safety (to avoid pain and maintain survival), love and belonging (to 

relate to and connect with others), respect (reputation, status, or prestige), power (experience 

accomplishment), challenge and mastery (to feel competent and motivated) and meaning (to 

have a sense of future and inter-connectedness) (Bandura et al., 1996; Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 1995; Maslow, 1954; Reynolds et al., 1996; Richardson, 

2002; Sandler, 2000). When external protective factors are authentically present in an 

educational environment, they work together in a dynamic transactional process to create an 

optimal educational climate for fostering student resilience. In other words, these factors mitigate 

and buffer the negative effect of trauma, adversity, and stress on an individual. This, in turn, 

contributes to the development and emergence of students’ outcomes and strengths (i.e. internal 

protective factors), such as social competence (caring and empathy), ability to problem-solve 

(insight and imagination), autonomy (self-efficacy and self-awareness), and sense of purpose and 
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future (hope) (Bonner et al., 2008; Greene & Conrad, 2002). The theory also posits that 

individual students’ strengths and outcomes contribute to a reduction in students’ health risks, 

contributing to students’ success. Ongoing education research supports this theory’s application, 

especially related to students from economically and under-resourced environments (Benard, 

2004; Greenberg et al., 2003). In summary, a student's educational success can be enhanced if a 

student perceives their school environment and climate to be caring, communicate high 

expectations, and provide meaningful engagement through student participation and 

contribution.  

Figure 1  

Resilience Development in Action  

 

NOTE: Adapted from Youth Development Process: Resiliency in Action (Hanson & Kim, 2007; 

Henderson et al., 2007) 
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Although the theory addresses the external environmental factors associated with home, 

school, and community, this study will focus on the environmental structure of school. I will 

explore which of the three external protective factors have played a significant role in meeting 

the developmental needs of underrepresented students, resulting in their academic resilience and 

success. Because adversity must exist to understand resilience, it is necessary first to understand 

the notion of risk.  

Risk Factors 

In the context of academic resilience, risk factors are social and environmental conditions 

that place students in danger of low achievement (Morales, 2008). For example, students from 

low-income backgrounds often experience risk factors through attending primary and secondary 

schools with few resources, institutionalized low academic expectations, or unsupportive school 

climates (Williams & Portman, 2014). Similarly, underrepresented students may experience risk-

related barriers, such as a disconnect between personal and school environments, lack of 

nurturing and family support, lower expectations from faculty, or lack of financial resources 

(Padilla et al., 1997). For this study, that means I asked high school students from historically 

underrepresented groups enrolled in an AP course about any adversity or obstacles they have 

experienced in order to understand their risk factors.  

School Environment External Protective Factors 

One of the most important and consistent findings in resilience research is the power of 

schools, especially of teachers, to help turn a student’s life from risk to resilience (Higgins, 1994; 

Masten & Barnes, 2018; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Rutter, 1979; Werner, 1995). School 

environments can bolster student resilience by providing students with a social setting to develop 

protective, nurturing supports. Schools that provide students with caring relationships, high 
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expectations, and opportunities to participate, engage student developmental needs, and enhance 

their resilience strengths (Ungar et al., 2019). Each of these school external protective factors is 

discussed in the following sections.  

Caring Relationships  

Delivered through kindness, trust, and gestures such as a smile (Higgins, 1994), the term 

caring relationships conveys unconditional loving support. Caring adults interact with 

compassion and respect for youth, validating the child's identity. An attentive and supportive 

adult model reinforces and provides constructive feedback to children to promote healthy 

intellectual, psychological, and social growth (National Research Council, 2002). Schools 

convey caring relationships when every student has a nurturing relationship with at least one 

adult at school. Schools and classrooms feel like learning communities where classroom 

practices use several small group processes like collaborative learning, peer helping, and peer 

support. For this study, I asked students to talk about the adults in their lives that are part of the 

school environment in order to understand how relationships at school have influenced their 

success. 

High Expectations  

This term refers to the sense of structure and safety by applying consistent rules, 

perceived as fair, by children. At schools, high expectation messages are positive and student-

centered. The messages convey a sense of belief in children's hopes, dreams, interests, and 

achievements. When adults deliver high expectation messages, they allow youth to see 

themselves as capable, with a sense of purpose, and a bright future (Benard, 1991). A 

characteristic of schools able to close the achievement gap is refusing to dumb down or limit 

lower-achieving students (Reynolds & Wang, 1995). Schools exhibiting high expectations 
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provide a rich, rigorous, and equitable curricula that accommodates a broad range of students and 

structured learning opportunities so that success is possible. For this study, I asked students to 

share what high expectations mean to them and to share any experiences with high expectations 

from school-related staff in order to understand how these expectations have influenced their 

success in AP courses.  

Opportunities for Participation and Contribution  

This protective factor is a natural by-product of relationships based on care and high 

expectations (Benard, 2004). Opportunities for participation in group-focused, or cooperative 

activities, address a child's psychological need for belonging. Meaningful participation may also 

include a student's opportunity to discuss topics important to them, such as sexuality and drug 

use. Adolescents identify a need to voice their realities in school, family, and their communities 

(Brown & D'Emidio Caston, 1995; Whitlock, 2006). Opportunities for discussion foster critical 

thinking skills and empower youth towards sound decision-making. Also, opportunities for 

participation include opportunities to problem-solve and to make school decisions. These types 

of opportunities develop autonomy, self-control, and leadership (Benard, 2004).  

Finally, opportunities for contribution allow students to be active contributors to their 

classrooms, schools, family, and school community. Students can reframe their role from being a 

problem, or receiver of support, to being a provider of services if given the training and 

opportunity to serve as a peer helper, for example. Personal strengths of social competence, 

problem-solving, a positive sense of self, and a positive outlook on future development emerge 

from meaningful opportunities to contribute and participate (Benard, 2004). Students benefit 

from having a voice and choice in their daily lives at school, participating in many relevant 

experiential learning opportunities, and pursuing community service-learning opportunities. For 
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this study, I asked students to share how they experienced meaningful engagement through 

school participation and contribution.   

Using this strengths-based theoretical framework to explore successful underrepresented 

students' experiences contributes to a shift in the previously deficit-focused research regarding 

this group of students. Underrepresented students often experience multiple risk factors, which 

can create barriers to a successful transition from high school to college. Those who break the 

patterns, demonstrating college readiness and academic achievement, demonstrate academic 

resilience. Addressing existing gaps in college readiness opportunities for underrepresented 

students requires gaining a better understanding of how academic resilience might shape 

academic success. From this perspective, this study aimed to further understand the protective 

resources that emerged from underrepresented students' stories of their educational paths and 

how these factors facilitated academic success. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this narrative study was to showcase the voices of traditionally 

underrepresented students who have accessed college readiness through AP participation in high 

school. The study presents the personal stories and lived experiences of underrepresented 

students by highlighting their perspectives on what risk factors they have overcome and the 

protective factors they believe contributed to their access to AP and overall academic success.  

Research Questions 

The study provided a forum for students’ voices to be heard and valued. The viewpoint of 

the research is that students’ perspectives are rich sources of data to inform educational policy 

and practice. Therefore, this study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do underrepresented students who access college readiness through AP describe 
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their experiences with that program? 

2. How do underrepresented students in AP programs describe school protective factors? 

3. How do underrepresented students who access college readiness through AP, describe 

their school experiences with risk and adversity? 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This chapter presents a review of the relevant literature on AP and traditionally 

underrepresented students' academic resilience. The literature review begins with the research 

providing an understanding of AP participation benefits, the gaps in AP participation, and the 

factors contributing to low participation. These factors include school demographics and school 

culture.  

Next, using Benard’s (1991) broad theoretical framework of resilience as a construct, the 

review consolidates and define key terms of resilience. Further, the exhaustive review suggests 

three protective factors, including caring relationships, high expectations, and meaningful ways 

to participate, promote students' resilience. Benard’s model suggests that as these protective 

factors reside within families, schools, and communities, such people and places provide for 

developmental needs of safety, love and belonging, respect, power, challenge, mastery, and 

meaning. When resilience is fostered and engaged, students’ internal assets (internal protective 

factors), such as social competence, problem-solving, autonomy, and a sense of purpose, emerge. 

These personal strengths reflect resilience on the part of youth (Benard, 2004). Specifically, this 

review will focus on the school setting as the stadium for bolstering student educational 

resilience. 

Advanced Placement Program 

The AP program is a collaborative effort between secondary and postsecondary 

institutions that allows students to take freshman-level college courses while still in high school. 

These courses are designed by college faculty committees and experienced AP teachers based on 

publicly available standards and include an end-of-course exam. Surveys and ongoing research 
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efforts are designed to ensure the course content is aligned with the curricula and related college 

courses (Handwerk et al., 2008).  

The AP program and other rigorous courses are considered essential for students, 

regardless of social class and race/ethnicity, to attend selective colleges and universities 

(Handwerk et al., 2008; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). Access to a rigorous curriculum in AP 

programs is a significant predictor for college readiness. As part of the effort to increase the rigor 

of high school curricula, national and state leaders, policymakers, and organizations such as the 

College Board have advocated for expanded access to AP courses and exams. The need for 

additional rigorous coursework like the AP program is particularly important for 

underrepresented students.  

Benefits of AP Participation  

There is evidence to suggest that participation in AP programming in high schools is a 

good predictor of postsecondary outcomes. The benefits of AP participation are magnified for 

students moving into the postsecondary arena. Students who participate in AP programs in high 

school outperform their peers who do not participate (Bowen et al., 2009; Chajewski et al., 2011; 

Latino et al., 2020; Scott et al., 2010). The coursework creates higher-quality curricula 

experiences for students. As a result, students who take AP courses are better prepared for 

college rigors because the coursework demands high levels of independence, organization, and 

study skills (Kolluri, 2018; Kyburg et al., 2007). Specifically, AP course participation increases a 

student's chances of being admitted to college and receiving more financial aid (Hacsi, 2004; 

Millea et al., 2018; Santoli, 2002), a finding that remains true when controlling for student 

demographic variables (Chajewski et al., 2011). Additionally, AP courses are often weighted-

GPA courses that have the potential to boost overall GPA scores, may lead to greater chances of 
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college attendance, and may help students acquire scholarships (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Shaw et 

al., 2013). 

AP Exam  

AP exams are one way the College Board measures success in AP programs. The number 

of students taking AP exams has increased over time. During 2013, over 1 million students 

participated in AP testing, with over 3.1 million AP exams taken (College Board, 2014a). AP 

content area exam scores range from 1-5, with five the highest possible score. A score of 3 or 

above is determined by the College Board to be a successful score. Regardless of student 

ethnicity and gender, participation in AP exams in high school resulted in higher grades in 

college courses associated with the high school AP course and increased college credit hours 

(Hargrove et al., 2008; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Murphy & Dodd, 2009). The College Board 

(2014a) reported that students who took AP courses, regardless of outcomes on exams, were 

more likely to earn a higher undergraduate grade point average than their non-AP course-taking 

peers. 

Students who scored a three or higher on at least one exam performed better in their first 

year of college and were more likely to graduate from college within four years (Beard et al., 

2019; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Mattern et al., 2013). AP courses also provide students who take 

the AP exams and earn a score of 3 or higher the opportunity to earn college credit (College 

Board, 2014a), helping reduce the cost of college attendance (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). Mattern et 

al. (2013) found that 58% of AP exam participants graduated college within four years compared 

to the 38% of students who did not participate in AP. Additionally, 73% of students who had a 

three or higher performance on the exam graduated in four years compared to 27% of students 

scoring below a three. Overall, despite inequitable access, the AP program remains a significant 
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factor in preparing students for college readiness. Students who face factors limiting their college 

preparatory curricula access can have their academic pathways drastically altered without 

exposure to these rigorous courses (Bernhardt, 2014).  

Gaps in AP Participation  

Providing students access to rigorous courses positively influences their college readiness 

and success Bryant (Richardson et al., 2016; Tsoi & Bryant, 2015). Although the College Board 

has seen an increase in the number of students enrolled in AP programs, underrepresented 

students still do not participate at the same rate as their peers. African American and Hispanic 

students represent 38% of students in schools that offer AP courses, but only represent 29% of 

students enrolled in at least one AP course (U.S. Department of Education. Office for Civil 

Rights, 2016). Additionally, data within the program shows that African American students were 

the most underrepresented in the population of successful test-takers (College Board, 2014a). In 

2013, African American students accounted for 14% of the total participants in the classes, and 

they accounted for 4.6% of the AP exams. To illustrate the importance of ethnic disparity in AP 

courses, Clark et al. (2012) analyzed demographic characteristics of students enrolled in AP 

courses in one urban school district in Texas (51% White, 23% Hispanic, 18% African 

American, and 8% Asian Pacific Islander). The study's findings showed that White students 

enrolled in AP courses at a rate four times greater than their Hispanic peers and eight times 

greater than their African American peers. 

Some school districts and individual schools have open-access AP policies to enroll in an 

AP course. In contrast, other schools limit AP enrollment based on grades, teacher 

recommendations, and PSAT scores (Stevens, 2013). AP Potential, a tool created by the College 

Board shows a probability that a student with a specific PSAT score will be successful in an AP 
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course. The tool helps principals and guidance counselors set criteria generating a list of students 

who are likely to be successful in any given AP class based on their PSAT scores. The College 

Board acknowledged that many students identified by AP Potential as strong candidates for an 

AP class did not enroll in the course. In the graduating class of 2012, the College Board reported 

that 300,000 students who qualified to take an AP math class did not enroll in the course; this 

same report identified that only 3 out of every 10 African American students identified for an AP 

math class enrolled in the specified course (College Board, 2012).  

One of the AP program's concerns is that many capable students never get the 

opportunity to enroll in an AP class (College Board, 2014b). Each school district, and the 

individual school, decides how to approach AP enrollment. Some schools rely heavily on AP 

Potential data while other schools focus on grade point average. Additionally, some schools 

emphasize teacher recommendations while other schools emphasize open enrollment (Stevens, 

2013). Allowing schools autonomy is one way to deal with entrance criteria, but subjective ideals 

can impact AP enrollment. Stevens (2013) explained, "Educational disparity may be more a 

result of teachers' attitudes and the pervasive influence of a history of segregation than of the 

individual differences ascribed by some" (p. 254). The gap in enrollment demonstrates a 

significant problem as African American students are not enrolling in AP courses as frequently 

as their peers; thus, they risk being less prepared for college (Ewing & Howell, 2015).  

Factors Contributing to Underrepresented Students Low Participation in AP Programs  

While many known factors contribute to low participation among underrepresented 

students in AP programs (Olszewski-Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2014), two significant factors 

emerged from the literature: school demographics and school culture. This section presents 

research and supporting literature on these two factors that have contributed to the low 
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participation of underrepresented students in AP courses.  

School Demographics 

School demographics play a crucial role in underrepresented students' access to AP 

programs (Ross et al., 2012). In fall 2016, nearly 40% of students who attended inner-city 

schools were in high-poverty schools. The percentage of students who attended high-poverty 

schools was highest for Hispanic students at 45%, followed by African Americans at 44% 

compared to White students at 8% (McFarland et al., 2019). 

A significant body of research documents the challenges of schools serving low-income 

students (Harper, 2015). Schools in low-income neighborhoods struggle with persistent 

underachievement (Campbell & Levin, 2009; Zhou, 2003), lack quality teachers (Eckert, 2013; 

Ronfeldt et al., 2013), and face elevated levels of school violence (Kitzmiller, 2013). The 

challenges of limited resources and low achievement might carry over into the AP programs, but 

research in this area is limited. Kolluri (2018) asserts that beneficial AP courses require 

significant financial resources and highly trained teachers. Effective instructors may be 

particularly necessary given the extent of coverage expected in AP courses. 

Additionally, the AP curricula may be ineffective for youth from non-dominant cultures. 

There is no shortage of theory to guide the AP classroom investigations as a cultural experience 

for African American, Latinx, and low socioeconomic status children. Culturally relevant 

pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 2012), and critical 

pedagogy (Giroux, 2001; Giroux et al., 1988; Kincheloe, 2008; McLaren, 2015) have each 

contributed substantially to theoretical conceptions of teaching and learning for children from 

marginalized cultural backgrounds. These pedagogical theories emphasize how the curricula 

must underscore the sociocultural realities of marginalized students. However, such pedagogical 
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practices may be affected by AP content standards notorious for content coverage's scope. 

Students who do not feel connected to the curricula may be less likely to enroll in an AP course, 

and if they do enroll, they may find it harder to achieve (Baker-Bell, 2013). 

Several studies have documented the limited number and variety of AP courses for 

students in low-income and minority schools in urban areas nationwide (Bastedo & Bowman, 

2017; Zarate & Pachon, 2006). Beyond the equitable experiences afforded these high school 

students, there is a direct correlation between access to rigorous academic programs that include 

AP courses in high school and students' opportunity to compete for admission to selective 4-year 

institutions (Bastedo & Bowman, 2017). 

School Culture 

School culture refers to the way things are done in an organization, and the culture 

reflects the values, traditions, and language accepted by those who comprise it (Lee & Louis, 

2019). Davis (2006) further developed the concept of culture, using cultural expectations, which 

refers to a culture's hidden rules. These rules help "keep outsiders outside and insiders 

controlled" (p. 4). From this perspective, culture has a feature of power, restricting "outsiders" 

and restraining "insiders." The following sections will include research on white power in 

schools, academic tracking, gatekeeping, information gaps, and student self-perception.  

White Power Systems in School. A repeated theme in the literature was the need for 

educators to acknowledge the role of power in schools. Specifically, regardless of the school's 

demographic makeup, Whiteness dominates every aspect of the building from curricula to 

teacher and leaders' presence (Castagno, 2014; Stevenson, 2014). Delpit (2006, p. 24) referred to 

"a culture of power" when discussing school communities. Along with Delpit, others noted that 

the power system in a school is one where rules, preferred behaviors, and curricula favor culture 
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and values that belong to a White, middle-class society (Carter et al., 2017; Castagno, 2014; 

Fraise & Brooks, 2015; Stevenson, 2014). In many schools, Whiteness is not a mechanism 

within the school's culture, but rather the culture itself (Castagno, 2014; Stevenson, 2014). What 

is problematic with the dynamic of Whiteness and a school community is that White students 

and staff members benefit from worrying less about coding, behaviors, and curricula because 

they are part of a culture those stakeholders own. African American and Hispanic students and 

stakeholders, however, are challenged by the need to learn to navigate White systems, curricula, 

and even relationships within a school community in order to experience success (Khalifa, 2020; 

Welton et al., 2015).  

Aside from underrepresented students' challenge of navigating a system in which they 

feel like outsiders, Fraise and Brooks (2015) found that part of the process of assimilation 

required a process of "deculturization" where students in the non-dominant culture were required 

to give up parts of themselves in the interest of adopting "the dominant culture as [their] own" (p. 

13). This deculturization is a double-edged sword for African American and Hispanic students 

because it presents them with the option of abandoning components essential to their identities or 

risk disconnectedness and ostracization from peers and the school community (Welton & 

Williams, 2015). 

Academic Tracking. Academic tracking practices may influence whether students enroll 

in AP courses. Academic tracking consists of guiding students' curricula through separate tracks 

(e.g., career prep, tech prep, college/advanced college prep) with the intent of creating a 

successful learning environment for all students (Callahan, 2005). Research suggests the rigor of 

underrepresented student's academic tracking significantly correlates to his or her postsecondary 

planning and success (Marsh et al., 2018; Martinez & Klopott, 2005). Furthermore, Akos et al. 
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(2007) found that academic tracking influenced students' academic success and career and 

academic aspirations. One determinant for who is granted access to the advanced curricula is 

often the school infrastructure. One such example is the pervasive meritocratic culture, where 

admission to rigorous coursework is determined by colorblind criteria, such as standardized test 

scores (Carter, 2005; Golden, 2017). Often, meritocracy sorts students into academic tracks. 

Students have no choice as to which coursework they take because there is a historical tendency 

for school personnel to show deference to tracked programming over open access to all 

coursework (Brooks & Arnold, 2013; Castagno, 2014). Schools without open enrollment for 

advanced courses or with enrollment based on student self-selection rather than performance 

criteria or teacher recommendation limit students, thus not allowing them to realize their full 

potential in areas of strength or interest (Castagno, 2014; Walton et al., 2013).  

Students enrolled in Honors and AP coursework tend to remain in a college-preparatory 

track with students enrolled in similar courses. Likewise, students who are enrolled in lower, 

more remedial tracks tend to remain in those tracks with the same students (Carter, 2005; 

Garlick, 2018; Welton & Williams, 2015). When students are bound to particular courses in 

particular tracks, scheduling students outside of those tracks for other specialized courses can 

prove difficult, if not impossible (Carter, 2005). In schools with tracked academic programming, 

where White and Asian students disproportionately populate advanced classes while their 

African American and Hispanic counterparts disproportionately populate remedial classes, the 

result is de facto segregation (Carter, 2005; Garlick, 2018; Gorski, 2013).  

Academic segregation is particularly problematic for a few reasons. First, tracked 

programming suggests that educators within the school have different academic expectations for 

students. Specifically, students in lower tracked coursework often are exposed to educational 
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experiences that focus on lower-order thinking skills (recalling, recording, observing, rote 

memorization); whereas, advanced coursework involves higher-order thinking skills (e.g., 

application, problem-solving, critique, analysis) (Gorski, 2013; Welton & Williams, 2015). One 

problem in failing to consistently expose all students to classroom content rich in higher-order 

thinking skills is students have no hope of being prepared for advanced coursework, let alone 

closing the achievement gap between low and high achieving student groups (Conley, 2013). 

Additionally, there are social ramifications. For example, when students are assigned to 

low tracks, they know when low expectations are set forth for them by teachers and school 

administration (Carter, 2005; Conchas & Clark, 2002; Gorski, 2013). Carter (2005) noted 

students are "sharply aware of the structural and cultural imbalances in their schools," and 

believed teachers "did not expect much of them" (p. 70) and reduced their performance to align 

with these low expectations. The effect is a widening achievement gap. 

Gatekeeping. School and district leadership determines the framework for equitable 

access to advanced coursework. However, at the ground levels of recommendation and 

scheduling, the key players determining who receives access are the school counselors and the 

teachers. Although teachers are less likely to recommend underrepresented students for such 

coursework (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008), school counselors are ultimately the 

"gatekeepers" to AP programs (Davis et al., 2014, p. 33). Counselors have significant leverage in 

signing minority and underprivileged students in and out of the rigorous AP coursework (Davis 

et al., 2014). Ownership in the process, however, does not necessarily yield positive outcomes 

for underrepresented student populations. There is still a national trend of underrepresentation, 

especially for African American students, in AP classes, even in schools with overwhelmingly 

minority student populations (Davis et al., 2014; Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). 
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The lack of opportunity is attributed to several factors. The essence of inequity is related 

to the systems established and maintained within each school (e.g., meritocracy and tracking). 

Historically speaking, schools exhibit a tendency, however unconscious, of favoring a culture of 

colorblindness that adversely affects African American and Hispanic student populations 

(Castagno, 2014; Green & Dantley, 2013). For example, as previously stated, selecting students 

solely on test standardized test scores disproportionately favors White and Asian students over 

African American and Hispanic students. A closer look at the research finds the selection process 

for AP coursework is still too exclusive. It is often limited to standardized tests, previous grades 

in prerequisite courses, and teacher recommendations, instead of considering students through a 

whole battery of measurements. A full range of evaluation possibilities includes tests and teacher 

recommendations along with grades in relevant coursework, student motivation to take the 

course, and postsecondary plans (Davis et al., 2014; Ohrt et al., 2009; Taliaferro & DeCuir-

Gunby, 2008). Although creating a broader approach to student selection may seem like a 

daunting task, there are existing frameworks to guide the process. The College Board (2020), for 

example, offers a framework (AP Potential) that, based on these factors, generates lists of 

students who may be qualified for the rigors of AP.  

Information Gap. Lack of information has contributed to underrepresented students lack 

of opportunity (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Often, underrepresented students and 

guardians are unaware of the system and how to navigate it. Consequently, they are unable and 

unaware not only of the potential benefits of AP coursework for success in high school, the 

college applications and admissions process, financial aid processes, and postsecondary 

endeavors but also of the supports that make it possible for students to gain access to more 

positive exam results (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). Thus, 
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parents with college degrees (disproportionately White and middle-upper income) are more 

likely to advocate for placing their students in AP courses and have knowledge of existing fee 

waivers to reduce costs. In contrast, often lower-income, non-college-educated parents 

(disproportionately underrepresented) are less likely to know either (Taliaferro & DeCuir-

Gunby, 2008).  

For various reasons, the deficit perception from some school personnel results in the 

belief that parents of color tend to be more involved in the home and less in school, resulting in 

unawareness of available resources (Flowers, 2008). Again, if that is the case, schools can 

increase knowledge of these resources and make parents and guardians either the most 

significant benefit or barrier in a student's educational development (Flowers, 2008; Hallett & 

Venegas, 2011; Ohrt et al., 2009; Theoharis, 2009). Additionally, according to some researchers, 

advisors feel there is a knowledge gap. Neither parents nor underrepresented students possess 

enough knowledge about education navigation and advocacy, resulting in lower outcomes and 

fewer opportunities for students (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Researchers challenge 

these ideas noting that any student, regardless of race, with parents who place a high value on 

education and "instill a sense that a child's ability [is] worth developing" (Kyburg et al., 2007, p. 

186), will exponentially increase educational outcomes. This is especially true in college 

attendance and graduation rates (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 2008; Walker & Pearsall, 2012).  

The belief that parents' lack urgency or knowledge about rigorous coursework and 

postsecondary options is problematic. First, it is an unfounded deficit mentality based on racist 

ideology. Horsford (2011) contended there has never been a lack of urgency for marginalized 

groups. However, information gaps and disparities in academic achievement result from racial 

groups' deliberate exclusion after mandated school integration. In fact, in her research involving 
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eight African American school leaders, all cited "their parents, family structure, and home life" 

as playing a "critical role in developing their attitudes, philosophies, and experiences concerning 

education" (p. 39). Current research points not at families but schools as the reasons for issues of 

underrepresented students and families’ access to information, noting the decision-making as to 

who has access to information and who is promoted is dependent on the interests of dominant 

White culture (Horsford, 2011; Theoharis, 2009; Yosso, 2006). In this case, schools that place 

the burden of discovering information and prioritizing access for underrepresented students are 

neither acknowledging nor owning the promotion of racialized inequities in the context of a 

school setting (Horsford, 2011; Skrla et al., 2009). 

Student Self-Perception. Underrepresented students often feel a cultural stigma that 

accompanies enrollment in AP programs; therefore, they do not enroll. In many schools, the 

spaces of AP classrooms are primarily White in both physical presence and curricula (Brooks, 

2011; Castagno, 2014; Welton & Martinez, 2014). This is supported by data at local and national 

levels (College Board, 2014a, 2019). One study noted that students' concern with accepting an 

invitation into the AP program might signal conformity "to mainstream educational and cultural 

dictates for fear as being seen as 'acting white'" (Kyburg et al., 2007, p. 184). Further, Hispanic 

students believe that enrolling in a program that disproportionally represents the majority 

demographic will result in relinquishing their culture, language, and self (Carter, 2005; Conchas, 

2006; Conchas & Clark, 2002; Kyburg et al., 2007; Walker & Pearsall, 2012). The physical 

absence of like-cultured peers, accompanied by claims about curricula representation and 

relevancy, creates attention to a sense of diversity for the sake of diversity, to changing the 

demographic population of AP students and test-takers (Walker & Pearsall, 2012). Such 

obstacles place tremendous responsibility on school systems and personnel, especially those in 
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positions that determine student admission, curricula, and social-emotional supports (Green & 

Dantley, 2013). Understandably, students are reluctant to enter programs where they are further 

minoritized and marginalized (Golden, 2017).  

Resilience   

Resilience is defined as the dynamic process whereby individuals exhibit positive 

behavioral adaptations despite significant adversity or trauma (Benard, 1991; Martin-Breen & 

Anderies, 2011). Adverse conditions may include a combination of social, emotional, and 

physical stressors. Such stressors, also known as risk factors, are thought to endanger a child's 

ability to develop in a healthy, well-adjusted way, preventing them from productively 

contributing to society (Luthar & Burack, 2000; Masten, 1994; Masten & Barnes, 2018; Rutter, 

1989). 

The social science concept of resilience has been studied for many years, with the 

primary focus stemming from the fields of psychology, counseling, and psychiatry (Padron et al., 

1999). In research, the terms resilience and resiliency are used interchangeably. McMillan and 

Reed (1994) described four factors related to resiliency from the field of education, including 

personal attributes, positive use of time, family, and the school learning environment. Benard 

(1991, 2004) suggested when schools, families, and communities create caring relationships with 

children, provide opportunities for participation and contribution, and maintain high 

expectations, youth flourish into healthy, happy, and productive persons. Healthy students 

acquire personal strengths and exhibit resilience. When students are resilient, they are receptive 

to learning, notice the care and encouragement modeled by adults, and develop better 

relationships themselves and for those around them. These students will not only be ready for 
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higher levels of student success, but they will also be less likely to engage in health-risk 

conditions.  

While the researchers mentioned above noted several factors, some of which are external, 

Richardson (2002) highlights an internal factor. Richardson claims, despite adversity and 

disruptions, resilience is the driving force that allows a person to progress. This driving force is 

an internal factor that facilitates resilience. Also, focusing on internal factors, Connor and 

Davidson (2003) stated, "resilience embodies the personal qualities that enable one to thrive in 

the face of adversity" (p. 76). Extensive research over the past two decades has shown resilience 

to be a "multidimensional characteristic that varies with context, time, age, gender, and cultural 

origin, as well as within an individual subjected to different life circumstances" (Connor & 

Davidson, 2003, p. 76). While both Richardson (2002) and Connor and Davidson (2003) address 

the interplay of adversity on resilience, Fraser et al. (2004) added that resilience is a 

developmental process occurring over time and not a static, fixed, or one-time event. Johnson 

(2008) seems to agree with Fraser's point about resilience as a process where he defined 

resilience as "both a process and outcome of coping in response to risk, adversity, or threats to 

wellbeing" (p. 386). For Johnson, the developmental process that is resilience includes the 

interplay between an individual's internal strengths and external supporting factors in the 

individual's social environment. While certainly recognizing the presence of adversity as a factor 

affecting resilience, Johnson expands the concept by highlighting both an individual's fortitude 

and external factors that support their resilience. Williams (2011) research supports Johnson's 

work; Williams found that a combination of individual characteristics and environmental factors 

helps youth from high-risk environments become resilient despite adversity. The remainder of 

this literature review focuses on academic resilience and is organized using the main tenets of 
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Benard’s (2004) theory: school environment external protective factors and internal protective 

factors.  

Academic Resilience 

Academic resilience studies have earned recognition as a framework for examining why 

some students are successful in school, while other students from the same economically and 

socially disadvantaged backgrounds are not (Gordon & Wang, 1994; Hupfeld, 2010; Waxman et 

al., 2003). Wang et al. (1997) defined educational resilience as “the highlighted likelihood of 

educational success despite personal vulnerabilities and adversities brought about by 

environmental conditions and experiences” (p. 4). Given that children can manifest resilience, 

competence, and high levels of functioning within one environment (home, school, and 

community) but not in another, the study of academic resilience, a subset within the field of 

resilience research, emerged (Gordon & Wang, 1994; Luthar et al., 2000). While researchers 

have different understandings of academic resilience, it is considered a significant attribute for 

students to overcome hardships and transition from one level of education to the next. The 

following section briefly outlines empirical studies of academic resilience that underscore the 

school’s impact on youth development. 

School Environment External Protective Factors 

School environments can bolster student resilience. Past research revealed the school 

environment might influence student achievement (Benard, 2004; Wang et al., 1997). Schools 

are in a pivotal position to become a shelter for students whose circumstances place them at risk 

for educational failure (Benard, 2004). Especially when students do not have a nurturing home 

life, schools provide caring and nurturing supports that can change a child’s life from one of risk 

to resilience (Masten, 2018; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Rutter, 1979; Werner & Smith, 1992; 
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Werner, 1982). Schools that create environments to build resilience in students foster the ability 

to form relationships (social competence), to problem solve (metacognition), to develop a sense 

of identity (autonomy), and to plan and hope (a sense of purpose and future) in their students by 

offering caring relationships, high expectations, and opportunities for students to participate in 

the school (Benard, 1993, 1995; Brown et al., 2001).  

Empirical studies of student academic resilience cut across race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomics, age, international borders, and gender. Studies have established that when 

caring teachers and schools provide curricula and instruction that engage students in active 

participation and learning while maintaining high expectations, their students are more apt to 

demonstrate resilient characteristics (Battistich et al., 1997; Padron et al., 1999; Rutter, 1979). 

Students have reported caring adults and high expectations positively contributed to their 

motivation and positive attitudes, leading to high learning engagement levels. Studies also 

concluded that more positive student behaviors are related to higher achievement (Freiberg et al., 

1995; Gordon & Wang, 1994; Hawkins et al., 1999; Waxman, Huang, & Padron, 1997; 

Waxman, Huang, & Wang, 1997). Further, students who expressed strong social bonds to adults 

and with peers were less likely to disengage from school and more likely to participate in the 

school's life and achieve academically and socially (Resnick et al., 1997; Wehlage, 1989). 

Schools, especially teachers, have significant responsibility and lifelong impact on the future of 

students. Teachers have the power to tip the scales from risk to resilience. 

Teachers 

The academic resilience literature emphasizes teachers as the central sphere of influence 

in students' school experiences and continued engagement. Student academic resilience relies 

mainly on teachers' practices, including forming caring relationships, building a positive learning 
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environment, and creating established classroom routines (Doll & Lyon, 1998; Kenny et al., 

2002; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Wang et al., 1990, 1997). It also relies on teachers' 

interactions with, and beliefs in students' capabilities (Delpit, 1992; Nieto, 2003; Noddings, 

1992). As noted previously, teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy much more readily tend to 

build positive learning environments, positive expectations, and positive relationships with 

students than those with low self-efficacy. For minority students in urban communities, such 

practices and relationships seem to be especially beneficial, often serving as a buffer to 

institutional and social barriers (Franquiz & del Carmen Salazar, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 

Stanton‐Salazar & Spina, 2003; Valenzuela & Rubio, 2018). 

Teachers provide and model three protective factors that enable positive development by 

meeting youth’s basic needs for safety, love and belonging, respect, power, accomplishment, and 

learning and meaning. Teachers can provide caring relationships by listening to students, 

offering validation for their feelings, and showing kindness, compassion, and respect (Higgins, 

1994; Meier, 2002). Teachers who promote resilience let students express their opinions and 

imagination, make choices, problem solve, work with, and help others, and give back to the 

community in safe and structured ways. They treat students as responsible individuals, allowing 

them to participate in all school aspects (Brown et al., 2001; Rutter, 1979). 

Schools that provide students with caring relationships, high expectations, and 

meaningful ways to participate engage students' developmental needs, enhancing their personal 

resilience strengths. These individual traits are also called internal protective factors or personal 

competencies. The internal factors do not cause resilience, but rather, are illustrative of the 

positive developmental outcomes of resilience (Benard, 2004).  
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Internal Protective Factors 

When students are nurtured in their environments, and are encouraged and allowed to 

develop their basic human needs, these experiences promote individual resilience strengths 

(internal protective factors):  social competence, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and a sense 

of purpose. They are the manifested developmental outcomes when resilience is engaged. The 

development of resilience strengths improves student social interactions, health, and academic 

outcomes. Furthermore, the personal strengths contribute to the student's ability to avoid health-

risk behaviors such as tobacco, alcohol and other drug abuse, violence, and teen pregnancy 

(Benard, 1991; Henderson et al., 2007; Osher et al., 2020). 

Social Competence  

Social competence is the range of interpersonal skills that help youth integrate feelings, 

thinking, and actions to achieve specific social and interpersonal goals (Jagers et al., 2018; 

Weissberg et al., 1989). These skills include encoding relevant social cues; accurately 

interpreting those social cues, generating practical solutions to interpersonal problems; 

realistically anticipating consequences and potential obstacles to one's actions, and translating 

social decisions into effective behavior (Merrell & Gimpel, 2014). 

This personal strength “includes the characteristics, skills, and attitudes essential to 

forming relationships and positive attachments to others” (Benard, 2004, p. 14). Social 

competence attainment also includes exhibiting responsiveness, social communication skill, 

empathy, caring, compassion, altruism, and forgiveness (Benard, 1991). Goleman (2006) refers 

to social competence as one of the five components of emotional intelligence, while Gardner 

(1992) refers to it as “interpersonal intelligence” among his original multiple intelligences. 
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Rutter (1987) describes social competence as children's ability to think of several solutions to 

social problems.  

Problem-Solving Skills  

This personal strength in resilience research is often referred to as “good intellectual 

functioning” (Galassi, 2017; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Other traits are encompassed within 

problem-solving skills, including planning, flexibility, resourcefulness, critical thinking, and 

insight. Planning is a form of problem-solving that has been shown to enable youths’ sense of 

control and hope for the future, facilitating positive, adult outcomes (Schweinhart, 1993; 

Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997). Flexibility entails the ability to attempt alternative solutions to 

cognitive and social problems (Vaillant, 2002). Resourcefulness is referred to as help-seeking, 

resource utilization, or street smarts (Beardslee et al., 1997; Werner & Smith, 1992). Critical 

thinking and insight are especially important because they instill a consciousness that oppression 

(an abusive parent, insensitive school, or experiences with racism) can be overcome. These 

abilities prevent internalized oppression and a sense of victimhood (Freire, 1996). Insight allows 

children to realize that not all fathers are abusive, that a parent's erratic moods are not normal, 

and that other children have different adverse circumstances (Wolin & Wolin, 2010). 

Autonomy  

This personal strength underlies intrinsic motivation and has profound impacts on 

teaching and learning. Autonomy is associated with positive health, a sense of wellbeing, a real 

sense of self and identity, and a feeling of power (Deci et al., 1995). Autonomy also includes 

several psychological functions: positive identity, internal locus of control, initiative, self-

efficacy, mastery, adaptive distancing, resistance, self-awareness, and mindfulness.  

Positive identity is often used synonymously with positive self-evaluation or self-esteem. 
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It is consistently used to describe resilient children who have overcome odds (Masten & 

Coatsworth, 1998; Werner & Smith, 1992). Strong positive ethnic identity is associated with 

high self-esteem, a strong commitment to do well in school, a strong sense of purpose in life, and 

high academic achievement (Booth et al., 2017; National Research Council, 2002). A student’s 

positive outlook of self-fosters pride in learning and promotes positive growth and development 

in school (Benard, 2004). For example, a school may promote autonomy when a student's 

learning can be personalized to suit their academic interests and career goals. A student may also 

decide how they would like to fulfill a community service project by selecting and supporting 

their interest area. 

Autonomy includes a generalized sense of feeling in control or having personal power, 

also known as having an internal locus of control (Galvin et al., 2018; Werner & Smith, 1992). 

Resilient students also recognize what is not in their control or out of their "sphere of influence”. 

For example, abused children or students discriminated against at school must not feel that their 

mistreatment was their fault; instead, it was beyond their sphere of control. Taking the initiative 

aligns with a locus of control. It is associated with motivation from the direct effort and attention 

towards a challenging goal (Galvin et al., 2018; Larson, 2000; Miller & Hom, 1990). Larson 

(2000) sees initiative at the heart of other strengths such as creativity, leadership, altruism, and 

civic engagement. 

Self-efficacy and mastery are also included within Benard’s (2004) review of the 

construct of autonomy. Self-efficacy is the belief in one’s power to determine personal outcomes 

(Bandura, 1995). Mastery, the feeling of doing something well or feeling competent, is 

associated with self-efficacy. Mastery experiences help to develop a sense of efficacy. When 

people experience success, they believe that they can succeed and be more ready to bounce back 
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from setbacks or failures. 

Adaptive distancing refers to children's power to separate themselves from harmful 

situations or conditions, realizing they are not at fault for the situation and that their life will be 

different. For example, if a parent is an alcoholic, abusive, or mentally ill, a child can 

emotionally detach themselves from the dysfunction. Resistance is a form of adaptive distancing 

(Beardslee et al., 1997). It is the refusal to accept negative messages about oneself, gender, race, 

or culture. It is another powerful construct within autonomy.  

Self-awareness and mindfulness include observing one’s thinking, feelings, moods, and 

strength with the ability to step back from one’s emotions. Resilience researchers refer to this 

attribute as a transformative, reframing power that is the essence of resilience (Beardslee et al., 

1997; Benard & Marshall, 1997; Wolin & Wolin, 2010). 

Sense of Purpose 

This strength is related to the deep belief that one's life has meaning. Having a sense of 

purpose has been labeled as the most powerful asset to propel young people toward healthy 

outcomes despite life's challenges (Werner, 1995; Werner & Smith, 1992). A strong future-

focus, combined with positive self-identity, is associated with academic success and fewer 

health-risk behaviors (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Wyman et al., 1993). 

Goal direction, achievement motivation, and educational aspirations, are associated assets 

categorized within a sense of purpose, and are attributed to student success (Anderman et al., 

2002). These assets are also attributed to those who do not abuse alcohol and other drugs and do 

not drop out of school despite multiple risks (Masten, 1994; National Research Council, 2002; 

Watt et al., 1995; Werner & Smith, 1992). Achievement motivation is linked to academic 

success, such as higher school completion rates, increased college enrollment, increased math 
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and reading achievement scores, and higher grades (Leffert et al., 1998). 

Another sense of purpose attribute includes having a particular interest or hobby, 

creativity, and imagination (Werner & Smith, 1992). Engaging in particular interest to activate 

one's creativity and imagination can lead to the state of "flow."  Csikszentmihalyi and 

Csikszentmihalyi (1992) described flow experience as such intense concentration and 

engagement in a task that one transcends current challenges, and stresses become distant. Flow 

theory suggests the activity is so gratifying that it creates happiness, life satisfaction, and 

intrinsic motivation. For example, schools may offer classes through a curricula of relevant 

learning experiences that deeply engage students.  

In summary, when resilience is fostered and engaged, personal strengths such as 

problem-solving, autonomy, social competence, and a sense of purpose emerge. In short, these 

personal strengths comprise resilience in youth (Benard, 2004). 
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Chapter 3 

Research Design and Methodology  

This study sought to understand the educational experiences of underrepresented students 

who have overcome barriers to successfully access college readiness opportunities through AP 

participation in high school and how school environment external protective factors have 

influenced their academic success. My interest in understanding the phenomenon from the 

student perspective led me to choose a qualitative research design. Qualitative research was 

appropriate for this study because it is designed to give voice to the participants and understand 

how individuals interact with the world in particular contexts and the meaning they draw from 

their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Specifically, this study employed a narrative 

inquiry qualitative design to explore underrepresented students' educational experiences who 

have successfully accessed college readiness opportunities through AP participation in high 

school. Narrative inquiry allowed me to examine students' lived experiences and their 

perceptions of the influence of school protective factors, including caring relationships, high 

expectations, and opportunities for meaningful participation. This chapter includes a description 

of the research design, the study's context, participants, data collection and analysis method, and 

research quality.  

Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry is a type of qualitative research that allows the study participants to tell 

their own stories (Clark & Creswell, 2015; Lapan et al., 2012). Narratives are storied 

embodiments of experience through which individuals develop an understanding of their lives 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). In narrative inquiry, the researcher becomes an active listener, 

and the interviewee does most of the talking. Power is given to the storyteller because it tells a 
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personal narrative that life is understood (Kramp, 2004). A qualitative narrative inquiry was 

selected for this study to allow participants to play the central role in narrating their individual 

stories. 

A researcher who engages in narrative inquiry seeks the meaning of a particular 

experience or event and tells about it in story form. Stories are verbal actions, or acts of telling, 

by individuals constrained and enabled by social context (Smith & Sparkes, 2008). The process 

of storytelling is an active means of conveying, shaping, and constructing experience and reality 

(Chase, 2008). Although everyone tells their own life stories in one form or another, the narrative 

researcher does not just describe the life but collects and tells stories of them and writes 

narratives of experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). When participants share their stories, 

researchers use analytical techniques to make meaning (Riessman & Quinney, 2005) and the 

participant shares experiences from their own life, and "this information is then often retold or 

retold by the researcher into a narrative chronology" (Creswell, 2014, p. 245). 

Context of the Study 

This research was conducted at multiple high schools within an urban school district in a 

Midwestern state. Several factors were considered when selecting the school district and specific 

research locations, including the city's location, size, student demographics, and AP course 

availability. For confidentiality, I used pseudonyms to describe the schools and the school 

district included in this study. Danbury Public Schools (DPS) is the largest school district in the 

Midwestern state, educating approximately 11% of all public-school students across the state 

with an enrollment nearing 50,000 students, including nine high, 15 middle, 54 elementary, nine 

special schools, and five special program locations. Of these school sites, 24 house magnet 

programs. I gained permission to conduct the research by following BOE policy and submitting a 
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research request to the District Research Council for approval. The Council is comprised of 

district level staff familiar with research and data collection processes as well as student data 

sharing regulations. The Council meets once each month to review research submissions. 

DPS serves a student population with 76.5% of students considered low-income 

(qualifying to receive free or reduced-price lunch). Students come from 97 countries, and more 

than 105 languages are spoken in students' homes. DPS's racial and ethnic makeup is 35.3% 

Hispanic, 31.8% White, 19.8% African American, 7.5% Multi-Racial, 4.5% Asian, .9% Native 

American and .3% Pacific Islander. The DPS 2019 graduation rate was 75.3%, up more than 

19% since 2010. Increasing the high school graduation rate is one of DPS's Strategic Plan goals. 

DPS graduates earned more than $43.8 million in total scholarships in 2019. High school 

students have more than 100 opportunities to earn college credit while in high school. The 

graduating class of 2020 reported their post-high school graduation plans, including plans to 

attend four-year colleges 50.52%, two-year colleges 27.84%, and technical programs 2.58%, to 

join the workforce 6.70%, and to join the military 2.58%. 

Participants and Sampling Procedures  

  This study sought to understand the experiences of a specific group of students. 

Therefore, purposeful sampling was used to identify participants who could provide valuable 

perspectives to the research (Clark & Creswell, 2015). Lapan et al. (2012) defined purposeful 

sampling as identifying study participants who can best address the research questions. 

Purposeful sampling ensures that participants directly involved in the research phenomenon are 

selected due to the likelihood they will provide informative descriptions of their experiences and 

perspectives (Creswell, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

A purposeful sample of four participants was selected from DPS high schools who met 
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the following criteria: (1) students were from historically underrepresented racial or ethnic 

groups (i.e. African American and Latinx), were first-generation college students (i.e. the first in 

their family to attend college), or were from economically disadvantaged family backgrounds 

(i.e. eligible for free and reduced price lunches); (2) students completed at least one AP course 

and exam or received college credit for an AP course through concurrent enrollment; and (3) 

students were either juniors or seniors.   

As noted in the literature, many underrepresented students consider enrollment in 

rigorous courses unattainable. Thus, enrollment and exam completion or obtaining college credit 

for an AP course through concurrent enrollment experiences were chosen as participant criteria. 

They represent a student's resilience to mitigate risk factors and succeed. The essence of 

narrative inquiry requires building participant ownership in the research. Using purposeful 

sampling paired with a narrative inquiry approach, I identified specific underrepresented students 

in AP and used their experiences to build ownership in the research. Once the participants were 

selected, establishing rapport was essential, so they trusted me to interpret their stories (Butler-

Kisber, 2018; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & Huber, 2002). 

Prior to selecting the students for the study, I requested data from the DPS to gather an 

idea of the number of potential study participants at each of the comprehensive high schools. The 

data, including race, socio-economic status, and AP exam scores for juniors and seniors, revealed 

that at least 78 students met the criteria to participate in the study. The data are disaggregated and 

represented in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

DPS 2019-2020 AP Exam Data by Racial and Socio-Economic Subgroups (10th and 11th grade) 

DPS High 
Schools 

# African 
American 
Students 

# Hispanic 
Students 

# Multi-Racial 
Students 

# White 
Students 

# Asian 
Students # Low SES 

Took Passed Took Passed Took Passed Took Passed Took Passed Took Passed 

Endurance 1 0 9 4 6 3 33 20 3 2 15 7 

Envision 6 1 34 17 18 7 113 63 59 42 84 35 

Humble 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 5 1 5 1 

Nurture 0 0 3 0 0 0 12 2 0 0 6 0 

Skillful 0 0 2 2 4 1 6 0 0 0 5 3 

Succeed  2 0 27 6 2 1 41 17 78 31 58 26 

Wisdom  0 0 8 1 0 0 7 2 0 0 12 3 

Worthy  0 0 6 1 6 0 13 5 3 2 11 3 

Schools 
Combined 

10 1 90 31 37 12 226 109 148 78 196 78 

 

Participant Recruitment 

I used this information and the assistance of informal gatekeepers to recruit participants. 

Gatekeepers are individuals who have established relationships with potential members of the 

sample group a researcher seeks (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). They can be formal for 

circumstances in which official permission to access a population is required. They can be 

informal in situations where their connections to potential participants shape the researcher's 

level of access (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). In this case, classroom teachers were asked to 

serve as informal gatekeepers who could facilitate contact between myself as the researcher and 

students who met the criteria to participate in the study. Specifically, I requested the 

dissemination of information about my study from AP teachers. Knowing there were a limited 
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number of students who met the study's criteria, I offered compensation for participation to 

increase the appeal of participation for students. I advertised that students who completed up to 

two interviews and an electronic academic timeline would be given a gift card for $50 to 

establish their choice. 

After interested students demonstrated a fit for the study, I mailed them and their parent 

or consenting adult (if the student was under age 18) a copy of the informed consent to explain 

their research involvement (see Appendix A for Consent and Assent forms). Since I did not meet 

the participants face-to-face, I included a self-addressed and stamped envelope for participants to 

return the forms to me before the initial interview. Students under 18 provided signed consent 

from a legally responsible adult. Students 18 or over gave their consent. At the beginning of the 

first interview, I reviewed the assent form (under 18) or consent form (18 or over) with each 

participant. 

My initial conversations with each student began over email. Through our initial email 

communication, I clarified questions and ensured participants of my intentions for this research 

and why they were selected to participate. Once students or the legal guardians of the students 

under the age of 18 consented to participation in the study, I followed up with an overview of the 

study's timeline for completing the next steps, including: 1) establishing a date and time for the 

initial interview by completing a Doodle Poll; 2) signing and returning the appropriate consent 

and assent forms; and 3) adding critical events to their personal academic journey timeline on 

Padlet. 

Data Collection 

The data collected informed the study's research questions (Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

This study's primary data source was participants' stories of academic resilience and success 
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collected from semi-structured interviews. Additionally, to create meaning from their 

experiences and draw on key factors or critical events that caused change in their academic 

journey, data was analyzed and organized by key critical events in the participant’s lives through 

an electronic timeline. Throughout the data collection processes, I allowed open communication 

for the participants to contact me regarding their story. Data collection occurred during the 

second and third quarters (Jan-March) of the 2020-2021 school year. The participants' names 

remain confidential, and identifying information was removed during the transcription process 

and replaced with pseudonyms. All recordings and transcripts will remain in a secure, password-

protected location for a minimum of five years. 

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and schools closing their physical locations, 

students in this study had not been in a physical school building since before spring break of the 

2020 school year. Instead, each of the four participants participated in school remotely from their 

homes for approximately 11 months. At the time of the interviews, students could return to 

school face-to-face or remain remote through the remainder of the current school year. Each of 

the four students included in this study, with their families’ support, chose to continue remote. 

Interviews 

I called the path that led to success in accessing AP courses in high school as participants 

"academic journey." Using the digital tool Padlet, I asked participants to prepare for the first 

interview by creating a critical events timeline of that journey, beginning as early as they would 

like and leading up to now. Padlet is a a web app that provides users with a digital canvas. The 

user can post text, videos and images from a mobile device or a desktop. I provided participants 

the link to a brief video tutorial showing how to add events to the digital timeline (see Appendix 

B). Preparing a timeline allowed for participants to organize their thoughts leading up to the 
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interview and served as a guide to begin the initial interview, allowing for a more detailed 

exploration of participants' critical events within their educational narratives. Additionally, it 

helped build rapport with the participants and provided a starting point for the semi-structured 

interview (Butler-Kisber, 2018; Clandinin et al., 2007). Each timeline is shared in the individual 

narratives in the findings chapter of the study. 

Due to the health concerns associated with COVID-19, data was collected through up to 

two virtual, one-on-one interviews with each participant using Microsoft Teams. Because 

students in DPS had been using this same process for attending school virtually throughout the 

first semester, participants felt comfortable with this process. A semi-structured interview 

protocol was used to offer guidance to the interview conversation and provide openness to allow 

participants the freedom to speak about what was important to them (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 

2010). The protocol I used to guide the interviews can be seen in Appendix C. A follow-up 

interview occurred as needed and within one month for each participant. It focused on reviewing 

the written outline of the educational narratives constructed from the initial interview and the 

critical events' timeline. I video recorded and transcribed all conversations to produce written 

documentation. Transcriptions were made available for member checking, which is the process 

of sharing the findings with the research participants to ensure the findings' credibility during the 

interview process. Member checking helped to rule out the possibility of misinterpreting the 

meaning of what participants said. It helped identify my own bias and any misunderstanding of 

what I heard (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

I also recorded field notes immediately after interviews to document aspects of the 

interview that may not have been captured in audio data and my reflections on the interview 
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experience. These field notes served as another source of data. I communicated with students via 

email as needed until the data reached saturation (Lapan et al., 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

To establish rapport and trust, in my initial interviews, I spent time sharing about my 

research, including reviewing the consent forms and reviewing the expectations for the interview 

and any follow-up interviews that may be necessary. The initial interviews lasted approximately 

60 minutes and were conducted through a virtual platform, as explained above. At each of the 

initial interviews, I worked to establish a connection with the participants by learning about 

them, their family, where they grew up, their school experiences, and any other personal 

information they felt comfortable sharing. Students determined their pseudonyms to be used 

throughout the study. 

The second interview was used to clarify questions and make sure I accurately 

understood their story. Protocol questions were revisited, and students were asked to explain 

some of their initial responses and share any other information they thought of between the two 

interviews. The second interview allowed me to express my gratitude for their participation, 

using examples from the first interview to demonstrate my desire to listen and understand, and 

demonstrate an understanding of their academic journey experience through my research. 

 Accessing Participants 

I had contacted several junior and senior students who met the study criteria through 

Microsoft Teams, the school district-approved communication platform. The school district 

requested I use this platform to make the initial contact with students instead of using their 

personal email or phone number. Across the eight high schools included in this study, a limited 

number of students met the study criteria, including only a handful of males. Below I describe 

my initial contact and recruitment of each participant.  
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Meeting Jonathan 

Jonathan and I met at the end of the first semester of his junior year. Jonathan was highly 

recommended to participate in this study by two informal gatekeepers from his high school. 

Although he is not a first-generation college student, he is multi-racial and from a low-income 

household, representing an underrepresented college student's profile. Initially, there was no 

response to my opening communication, which explained the study and invited him to 

participate. After several days I reached out to the AP teacher (informal gatekeeper) who 

recommended Jonathan for the study and asked her to contact him to ensure he had received my 

message. The AP teacher responded quickly, stating he had not. Once the teacher helped 

Jonathan located my request, he responded immediately and agreed to participate, stating, "I 

would love to help you with your research." Jonathan communicated throughout the process and 

completed everything I requested on time and before the first interview.   

Meeting Skylar 

Skylar and I met at the end of the first semester of her senior year. Skylar was the ideal 

student meeting all elements of the study’s participant profile of an underrepresented student. 

Skylar is a Hispanic, first-generation college student and from a low-income family. Skylar did 

not respond to my initial invitation to participate in the study; however, she was the first student 

to respond to my follow-up email about a week later. In her response, she stated, “I hope I am 

not too late and would love to participate in your study.”  Skylar communicated throughout the 

process and completed everything I requested on time and before the first interview.   

Meeting Serena 

 Serena and I met at the end of the 1st semester of her senior year. Serena was the most 

challenging student to reach. After attempting to contact her multiple times through the district 
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platform and not hearing back from her, I decided to email her AP teacher to connect with her. 

Her AP teacher contacted her the same day. Serena replied to him immediately, sharing yes, she 

was still interested in participating. Serena followed up with me on the same day stating, “Sorry I 

have been missing your communication, I’ve been having a little trouble accessing my account. I 

have selected the times I would be available for an interview. I look forward to speaking with 

you!” Once we made contact for the first time, there were no additional delays in 

communication.  

Meeting Anna 

Anna and I met after she completed high school early, at the end of the 1st semester of 

her senior year. Anna was not on the original list of participants I was interested in interviewing 

for the study. The original list of students was selected because they had taken at least one AP 

exam, and Anna had not. Little did I know that the original choice to interview only students 

who had taken an AP exam had limited the opportunity to hear from the voices of many students 

who had successfully accessed college readiness through AP participation without taking an AP 

exam. I am referring to this group of students who intentionally enrolled in AP courses through 

concurrent enrollment to receive college credit. I learned about this group of students through the 

other participant interviews. The DPS High School Program of Studies stated, "All students who 

enroll in AP are required to take the AP exam." Through this study, I learned that this is not 

followed and not accurate. Instead, students can enroll in AP courses to receive college credit 

through concurrent enrollment in place of taking the AP exam. Anna shared that most students 

who selected this option felt there was no purpose in taking the AP exam when they would 

already be receiving college credit for the course. Meeting Anna opened a wealth of information 

that otherwise would not have been revealed through the study.   



 49 

Data Analysis  

To accurately depict each student's perspective on their resilience throughout their 

educational journey that led them to AP participation, the narratives were analyzed and presented 

chronologically (Clandinin & Huber, 2002). Analysis of narrative data seeks to discover themes 

that unite a story and highlight unique voices that provide specific meaning to the phenomena of 

interest (Josselson, 2011). Narrative research attempts to retell participants' stories of incomplete 

forms, theorizing from within cases, and identifying common thematic elements across cases 

(Riessman, 2012). Themes were assigned to the broad topics identified, and patterns were 

identified to highlight the different individual experiences (Clark & Creswell, 2015). The themes 

are discussed in the conclusions chapter of the study. They reflect my inferences developed 

through systematic thinking and reasoning about the meaning of the narrative data related to the 

study's purpose, research questions, and theoretical framework (Lapan et al., 2012). 

The data for this research was analyzed using two different levels of analysis. First, 

a critical event narrative analysis was used. Everyone has a life story, and every life story has 

one or more critical events. Critical events are highlighted points in a story when the storytellers 

express a change in their view of the world, believing an idea or prior understanding (Webster & 

Mertova, 2007). Additionally, critical events in a person's life may evoke a change, perspective 

shift, or transformation. This approach provided a vehicle to understand the participants' stories 

and their interpretations (Clandinin & Huber, 2002). 

The second level of analysis for this research was sequencing the critical events to 

create a timeline through plot lines. I used Padlet to create visual plot lines to help tell the story 

of each participant. The plot lines provided the opportunity to scaffold the stories, identify and 

highlight times and critical events in the participants lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) . I 
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worked collaboratively with the participants to retell their stories and accurately describe their 

life experiences. This data collection process and analysis provided opportunities for a better 

understanding of the participants' experiences and how their stories shaped this research's 

findings (Webster & Mertova, 2007).  

Research Quality  

Research quality refers to the credibility, validity, and trustworthiness of the data 

collected (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Considering the factors of trustworthiness, resonance, 

trustworthiness, and transferability ensured that the methods used to collect and analyze the data 

were appropriate for the research design (Butler-Kisber, 2018). Clearly outlining these strategies 

assures the reader that how the research was gathered and analyzed are of high integrity and are 

true to each participant's narrative (Clark & Creswell, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This 

section outlines how I maintained the data's integrity to provide a high research quality for this 

study. 

Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, I used established narrative research methods and actively 

involve participants in the research's data collection and collection analysis phases. Information 

was reported in chronological order as it relates to the participant’s educational narratives. I 

continuously compared my interpretation of data collected in transcripts to the participants’ own 

words throughout the study. The concept of trustworthiness supports the study’s validity by 

ensuring the study is researching its intended purpose. Validity implies the study captures what it 

is intended to investigate and ensures the researcher is drawing reasonable interpretations (Clark 

& Creswell, 2015). For this narrative inquiry, I used resonance and transferability techniques to 

ensure trustworthiness.  
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Resonance 

The purpose of resonance in narrative inquiry is to provide an accurate accounting of the 

participants' lived experiences in a way that others can understand and relate (Butler-Kisber, 

2018; Lapan et al., 2012). Narrative inquiry in research is thought to be a combined effort 

between the researcher and the participants (Clandinin & Huber, 2002). Allowing participants to 

share their stories over time and then reflecting on what they have shared in the transcripts 

increased the validity of the data. Having the participants assist in their stories' narration ensured 

that the data is dependable and genuinely their personal, lived experiences. In narrative inquiry, 

ongoing member-checking with the participants allows the researcher to ensure that participants’ 

stories are accurately authentically interpreted (Clandinin & Huber, 2002; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). As noted previously, I was engaged with participants to check and recheck interpretations 

and written accounts of their stories.  

Transferability 

Transferability is the degree to which a study's results can be applied to other situations 

and how generalizable its findings are (Webster & Mertova, 2007). The researcher's 

responsibility is to provide rich and descriptive data that makes transferability possible for the 

reader. Providing an engaging story of the participants’ experiences and their holistic stories 

allows the reader to determine if the data is relevant to their research interests or experiences 

accessing AP (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) . This study provides a detailed description of the 

setting and participants and data collection and analysis methods that allow the reader to 

determine the extent of transferability to another context and the degree to which the study 

resonates.  
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Ethical Considerations 

There were critical ethical factors to consider in the design of this study. It is imperative 

to respect participants' stories, institutions, and experiences throughout the research process, 

particularly within narrative inquiry where relational ethics need special consideration (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 2006). For this study, I developed a rapport with participants from the beginning 

through open disclosure of all the research activities. I provided participants and their parent or 

consenting adult (if the student was under age 18) a copy of the informed consent to explain their 

involvement in the research (see Appendix A for Consent and Assent forms). I asked for the 

consenting adult form, and the student assent form to be returned before the initial interview 

occurred. Confidentiality measures included keeping identifying information for participants in a 

file separate from any written or digital data; eliminating references that would allow for the 

identification of participants from all final reports; storing data exclusively in my home office 

within password-protected files on my personal computer, and personal external hard drive; 

password protecting all electronic communication between myself and participants; and using 

private file exchange folders to conduct member checks. Further, I obtained approval for this 

research from Urban University's Institutional Review Board before conducting any research 

activities. A summary of my positionality is illustrated in the next section. 

Researcher Positionality  

In narrative inquiry, the researcher's role is to find ways to develop meaning and a sense 

of order in participants' stories. These narratives become explanatory of the phenomena of study 

(Chase, 2008). Because the researcher actively participates in the construction of narratives, 

narrative researchers must identify, acknowledge, and explore how personal interpretations, 

contexts, and experiences influence the presentation of participants' stories, emphasizing how 
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their work is influenced by their positionality (McCorkel & Myers, 2003). Positionality includes 

the researcher's perspective shaped by his or her multiple identities (Srivastava, 2006), the 

relationship between the researcher and participants, and the familiarity between the researcher 

and the topic of inquiry (Jones et al., 2013). The researcher's positionality impacts decisions 

made at every point in the research design and activities through a personal perspective, 

worldview, and values. As the researcher in this study, my view of the world is shaped by my 

life experiences. Therefore, it was important to recognize my identity concerning the study's 

overall design, participants in the study, and the data collected, analyzed, and reported (Lapan et 

al., 2012). I focused on a critical component of reflexivity, which recognizes the importance of 

honoring and respecting the location and people who are a part of the study (Creswell, 2015). 

Reflexivity allowed me to recognize my own biases and assumptions while promoting deep 

reflection and awareness of my role as the researcher.  

To explore how my positionality would impact this study's course, I needed to develop 

insight into my own educational experiences and reflect on the subjective context from which my 

research emerged. I recognized that this study directly involved students who share different life 

experiences and cultural and ethnic backgrounds than I do. This section will identify and explain 

my professional experiences and position on underrepresented students' educational opportunity 

gaps to ensure research quality.  

My educational path has been successful and somewhat unencumbered. As a privileged, 

white, middle-class, continuing-generation student, I do not identify as a member of any 

demographic group associated with the educational risks discussed in the literature review. My 

experiences reflect this lack of difficulty. This positions me as an outsider to the research 
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problem I am exploring, recognizing that I have not lived the same experiences as the students 

who will choose to participate in my study. 

In contrast to insider research, which demonstrates researchers' intimate knowledge of 

participants or research topics, scholars who are not personally familiar with the individuals or 

phenomena of study conduct outsider research (Hellawell, 2006). Outsider positionality could 

have created a barrier to full disclosure or complete stories in my research or influenced how I 

co-constructed participants' narratives. In research design, data collection, and analysis, it was 

essential for me to include significant levels of strong objectivity and reflexivity. 

To begin this process, I reflected on how I came to study this research topic, so far 

removed from my own educational experience. While obtaining my bachelor's degree, I began 

my education career working as a cooperative student through the local university, Urban State. 

In this position, I worked at a low-performing inner-city elementary school with a highly diverse, 

low-income, and underrepresented student population. Growing up in a suburban school district 

with a predominantly white middle-class population, I had never experienced this type of 

diversity. I believe this experience is where my purpose for education was discovered, setting the 

trajectory for the next 20 years. I developed an interest in students' long-term educational 

success. Many of these students already believed that their families' backgrounds limited their 

future options. The experience of seeing elementary school students feel the weight of their 

perceived achievement barriers contributed to my desire to study how underrepresented student 

populations can cultivate success in the face of adversity. 

I have served in urban public education for 21 years, three years as a teacher, six as a 

building based instructional coach, and the past ten years in a district leadership position, 

overseeing the implementation of a college readiness program, AVID (Advancement Via 
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Individual Determination). Through this role, I work with traditionally undeserved student 

populations who experience at-risk factors, yet excel academically. I am moved to understand 

how these students overcame the risk and adversity that research suggests. Additionally, in this 

role I have spent time investigating college readiness, student placement and access, 

opportunities, and college persistence of traditionally underrepresented students. I have worked 

with district comparative data to provide students with at-risk factors an opportunity to 

experience academic success and college attainment. 

These experiences are how I came to pursue an inquiry into the research problem I 

identified for this study. I recognized that I was exploring a phenomenon through perspectives 

from which I have no personal experience. My focus was on a group of students I highly respect, 

and I have worked with through different contexts, yet I remained an outsider to their 

experiences. I could not ignore my positionality in exploring their lives. An essential part of my 

research process included identifying the role of my privilege and positionality in the co-

construction of participants' stories. Through reflection and open dialogue about the 

representation of their stories with participants, their educational narratives were constructed to 

reflect their perspectives, their voices, and their own experiences. By designing the study with 

this in mind, I produced a study in which my outsider position's influence was minimized, and 

high quality, accurate representation of participants' lived experiences were provided. 

Additionally, I used journaling and a professional colleague to be my peer debriefer. My 

peer debriefer was a professional in the field who is familiar with the student population I was 

researching. Using a peer debriefer helped ensure my experiences did not distort my perspective 

as the researcher and storyteller for the participant's narratives. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

This chapter will discuss the findings from four student narratives conducted at multiple 

public high schools within one urban school district in a Midwestern state. To increase the 

study's diversity and rigor, the students selected for the study were three females and one male; 

all four were from low-income households, two were Hispanic, one was multi-racial, and one 

was African American. An additional element to enhance the study was that students were from 

three different high schools and participated in a range of AP courses. This chapter will introduce 

Jonathan, Skylar, Serena, and Anna, the four students who at the time of the study were either a 

junior or senior in high school. During our interviews, each student reflected on their academic 

journey and the critical events leading up to their successful completion of at least one AP 

course. These findings are a result of data collected from multiple interviews with the four 

participants. In order to contextualize the narratives, the chapter begins with a description of how 

the AP program works in DPS high schools.  

AP Program at DPS High Schools 

 DPS offers a comprehensive high school curricula providing for a wide range of student 

interests and abilities. Offerings include AP, AVID (Advancement via Individual 

Determination), CTE (Career and Technical Education), ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 

Languages), Gifted Education, IB (International Baccalaureate Diploma Program), and Special 

Education. In 2018-2019, DPS offered AP courses at each of the eight comprehensive high 

schools, enrolling 651 students, who took a total of 901 AP exams. 

 Per DPS policy, any student who wishes to accept the challenge of an AP course is 

welcomed to participate in the AP program. As students and parents consider the commitment of 
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enrolling in AP courses, they are encouraged to understand the work involved so they can make 

informed decisions regarding course selection. The district provides the following guidelines to 

assist both students and parents in their consideration of these courses: (1) enrollment in an AP 

course is for the full school year; (2) requests to withdraw from an AP course will be denied; (3) 

students enrolled in AP courses are expected to prepare for and are expected to complete the AP 

exam; (4) all AP exam fees are to be paid at the time of enrollment and are responsibility of the 

family (individual schools may offer assistance for those who cannot afford it); (5) the score 

earned on an exam will have no bearing on the grade earned in the course. 

During the interviews, it was revealed that the district does not adhere to the guidelines 

advertised in their High School Program of Studies. This discovery brought great insight into 

why many students in the district do not complete the AP exam. Instead, students decide at 

semester whether they want to take the AP course as a concurrent credit. If so, students pay the 

university for the credit; then, students do not take the AP test because they get the college credit 

if they pass the class. The AP teachers must follow an AP syllabus that they submit to College 

Board, so if teachers are following this and students are doing the work, they should be passing. 

There are three options: 1) pay the university for the credit, 2) pay for and take the AP exam and 

do well to get college credit, and 3) if neither of these is selected, the student takes the course 

and takes and "AP like" exam provided by the teacher.  

Student Narratives 

Our time together focused on the academic journey these students experienced leading to 

their enrollment in AP. Each participant's demographics and AP experience are noted in Table 2 

below. Understanding the student's demographics, school involvement, and AP experiences 

allowed greater insight into their academic journey perspectives. 
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Table 2 

Participant Demographics and AP Experience 

Name Grade Race High 
school 

AP courses 
completed AP exam Concurrent 

enrollment 
Other 

programs 
Jonathan 11 Multi-Race Envision  (1) US History Passed No IB 

Skylar 12 Hispanic Succeed  (2) Language, 
US History 

Passed 
Not Passed 

No 
No 

Performing 
Arts 

Serena 12 African 
American 

Succeed  (3) Psychology, 
US History, 
Calculus 

Not Passed 
Not Taken 
Not Taken 

No 
No 
No 

Athlete, 
Valedictorian 

candidate 

Anna 12 Hispanic Nurture  (3) Literature, 
Language, 
US History 

Not Taken 
Not Taken 
Not Taken 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

AVID, 
Valedictorian 

candidate 

NOTE: Each participant chose their pseudonym to protect their identity and build a connection to 

me as the interviewer and their story. Concurrent enrollment allows students to earn college 

credit for courses taken at their high schools and taught by their teachers.  

The following narratives are the stories shared during interviews and email 

correspondence during the study's data collection phase and are a result of my analysis. The 

findings focus on the students' academic resilience through their academic journey towards 

assessing AP programs in high school. 

Jonathan 

 Jonathan is a sixteen-year-old junior in high school. Jonathan is an International 

Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma program student from Envision High School with a 3.5 GPA. The 

IB program is a comprehensive and rigorous college preparatory program designed to meet the 

needs of academically talented and highly motivated high school students. Only schools 

authorized by the International Baccalaureate Organization may offer the IB curricula and allow 

their students to take IB examinations in hopes of earning an IB diploma. IB students follow a 

prescribed course of study in six disciplines (studies in language and literature, individuals and 
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societies, mathematics, the arts, sciences, and language acquisition), take examinations in each 

discipline, and fulfill the program's additional requirements. Students enrolled in IB schools take 

the same curricula and the same examinations. Throughout his academic journey, Jonathan has 

taken a rigorous course load, including Honors and advanced classes in middle school and IB 

and AP courses in high school. Although IB courses consumed most of his schedule, he had been 

able to take one AP course, U.S. History, where he successfully passed the AP exam and plans to 

take one more AP course his senior year. 

 Jonathan was born in Danbury. At the age of two, he moved with his parents to Anker, a 

large urban city in the same Midwestern state where his sister was born. Jonathan's family 

returned to Danbury when he was in 2nd grade, and he has attended DPS since. The schools 

Jonathan attended include Imagine Magnet Elementary, Joy Magnet and Rise Middle Schools, 

and Envision High School. Jonathan lives with his mother, father, and one younger sister. He is 

bi-racial; his mother is white, and his father is an Asian/Indian immigrant. Jonathan is not a first-

generation college student as his father attended college and earned his bachelor's degree from 

Southwestern University. Additionally, his mother attended a two-year college; he was unsure of 

the program she completed. 

Jonathan describes himself as a hardworking student who "always seeks knowledge" and 

cares about his education. I knew right away that he had high aspirations for himself. Jonathan 

was articulate and confident from the start. When I asked him, "what does being selected for this 

study mean to you," he replied, "You know, I think that's something that I'm proud of. It's 

(completing AP) not something everyone can do, and it definitely takes a lot of work and 

dedication." 
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Academic Journey Critical Events   

Using the digital tool Padlet, Jonathan prepared for the initial interview by creating a 

critical events timeline of his academic journey. Creating the timeline allowed Jonathan to 

organize his thoughts and identify specifics events throughout his life that he believes are critical 

in his academic success, leading to AP participation. Jonathan’s critical events timeline began in 

4th grade when he was first exposed to IB. The critical events Jonathan identified can be found 

in Figure 2 below.   

Figure 2  

Jonathan’s Critical Events Timeline 

 

Academic Success Inspired by Hardworking Family 

 The environment I've grown up in is all about doing good. There was never a moment 

where I was like, oh, I'm not going to college just because I've always been encouraged to dream 

big and become the best possible, basically.  
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I'd say my parents [stand out as most important in my academic success], just because 

they're always someone I can go back to. It's going to sound a bit weird, but because I'm Indian, 

it's kind of like that pressure [to succeed] at first. Really, I think as far as with my family my dad 

is an immigrant, so just seeing like him constantly working hard and the same as my mother, 

they both work hard all the time. So just having this sort of hardworking environment really 

helped me at school and translated to my academic success. And although maybe the work I do 

now is something that they don't understand, I still know that they can help me with anything 

else, like with support and helping me manage my time or maybe helping me with 

communicating to my teachers if I don't know how to say something to them. It's easy to get 

discouraged and when you don't do too well on a test or you're not being amazing, I guess. But I 

can go back to my parents and they can say, it's okay. There's going to be bumps along the road. 

This is a marathon, it's not a sprint. You may hit these dips, but you can only pick yourself back 

up and go back to your normal self and how you do amazing.  

I'd also say my cousins, who are also in IB [stand out as important in my academic 

success]. I've always had this drive and passion for learning. When I was in fourth grade my 

older cousin began high school at Envision High as an IB student. This was my first time being 

exposed to IB and it had then become my goal to be a part of IB. My older cousin actually 

applied and was accepted in the IB program. So I found out more about the IB program and that 

it was like a higher level of learning. So from fourth grade up until eighth grade, I was always 

striving for IB. With my new goal set I began taking school seriously. I started getting the best 

grades possible and learning as much as I could. Because they (my cousins) already have this 

experience, they can kind of give the shortcuts or the cheat codes to IB. So, I know this class, it 
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wouldn't be beneficial to me, or this is how you get through this class or organize this way or do 

this or that, if that makes sense. 

School Experiences 

 My base school was Goal Elementary, and I guess this ties to my cousins again because 

they went to Imagine Magnet and that was a good school, so my parents just enrolled me there. 

At Imagine Magnet, I just remember it was very nourishing. They try to limit distractions, so it's 

a really good learning environment and always very supportive trying to help us learn, as 

opposed to like pushing us down saying, you don't know how to do this. You suck basically. You 

know, they shouldn't be doing that and they didn't do that. That was a really good environment. 

Justly MS Magnet, on the other hand, I don't know how much I can say the same. 

Because I don't want to be rude, but not everyone there... Well, there were some troubled kids 

there, I'll just put it that way. It wasn't the best learning environment, but there's still a lot of 

people there that were supportive and since it was a STEM school there was a lot of emphasis on 

the STEM topics. But I think that the whole having troubled kids that went there kind of prepared 

me for now having to deal with like difficult situations when it comes to learning, especially with 

this online learning. It's not consistent, it's a bit difficult. It can be a bit turbulent sometimes. I 

think having the experiences with not the best learning environments helps with that.  

Motivation to Take AP 

I applied for Rise MS’s Pre-IB program, but I wasn’t accepted. This definitely did play a 

big role [for me accessing AP], I think, because it was like a newfound fire for me to do better, to 

sort of prove them wrong. I wanted Rise MS to regret their decision. So that helped because I 

was more driven. But when it came to eighth grade, I was starting to come up with a backup plan 

in case IB wasn't a viable option. With high school quickly approaching I started applying to 
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different schools. I applied to Envision HS’s IB program and Nurture HS’s Bio-med program. I 

knew I would be taking advanced classes because I had always done so, so why change now. I 

mean really like eighth grade when I started looking into high school and taking higher level 

courses, that was really when it became evident I would be a candidate for AP. AP classes were 

looking like a great option if I went to Nurture HS. Then a lot of it (the events leading to AP) I 

think was when I was accepted to IB, because it kind of made the road to AP a lot easier, if that 

makes sense. 

IB and AP Experiences in High School: Caring and High Expectations 

Envision HS has an IB and the regular, we call it Reg Ed, there's basically two different 

schools to be quite honest. Because I've had some regular classes, which would be like an 

elective, like your band, orchestra, animation, and like comparing those environments to IB 

environments are completely different. Because in those regular education, again, I don't want to 

sound degrading, but in the regular education classes, not everyone's driven, not everyone has 

like a clear path, so there's not as much focus or emphasis on education, so it can be a bit 

tougher to learn on those. But thankfully, I haven't had too many, the majority of my classes are 

IB. So those classes (reg ed), it makes it just harder to learn, I guess, just because first of all, the 

environment, it's not as much emphasis, but then also the people that you're surrounded with 

don't care as much. Whereas if I go back to the IB classes, the teachers care a lot more. I think 

they're probably a bit more qualified or they probably have more training. They've been in the 

game longer because they're usually a bit older. And then of course all the students actually 

care. They pay attention and the IB environment kind of like fosters learning, like it nurtures it 

and that is kind of like the best environment to learn in. 

We all (IB students) have high expectations, but that doesn't mean that you don't get 
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celebrated or praised. Teachers don't necessarily call us out and say so-and-so did good just 

because that can be demoralizing for other students. But when we all do good or they'll still say 

you had X amount of students do well on this one test, let's give them a round of applause. That's 

something that's common in IB. I've experienced a lot. But when we do well, they'll always make 

sure to praise us and say, we're doing well, we're on the right track.  

A lot of that [caring environment]) comes back to how our teachers respond to when we 

don't do well or like make mistakes. A lot of the times, it's not like a harsh reaction. It's always 

like, you did really good, but this one part you could improve on it. And this is how you can 

improve on it. They don't just point out the mistake. Like I said, they take longer to grade to tell 

us what we made the mistake on and how to improve it and like the resources, what we should or 

can use to improve on that skill. Wherever we don't do well, they've always encouraged us and 

motivate us to get back on the right track. You can also kind of tell [how much a teacher cares 

about you] by the response to when you don't do well. I'll give an example, my [IB] English 

class, you can tell the first thing she said when we started was I don't really care about grades 

because what's more important is your growth. And I want to make sure you're learning. So that 

off the bat kind of told me she has a high expectation for us. But then also because they take 

more time out of their day because most teachers would probably give you your assignment and 

then grade it quickly and just give it back to you. But the teachers I've had always take the time 

to grade and make sure they give us feedback so we can always improve to meet the high 

expectations. 

They clearly care because they want us to improve and tell us how to improve. They take 

our feedback and always try to either find a way to make it benefit the whole class or if they can 

take us off to the side and tell us, if you want help, or if you need help with this, or if this isn't 
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working, then just do this. They’ll make the adjustments [to the grade/lesson/expectation] either 

individually or they usually try to make it for the whole class. Our concerns are always heard 

and then there's adjustments made to accommodate. 

It's a lot more loose [in AP compared to IB]. It’s hard explaining. It's not as intense I 

would say. Because IB, it can be a bit more intense and a lot more stressful whereas AP was a 

bit like a cool-down in a way. It was like a class you could always go to and you would learn, but 

you'd also like have fun because the teachers, they always joked around and were funny, if that 

makes sense. They (AP and IB teachers) are more experienced, and they have higher 

expectations, they care more. And the students [in AP and IB classes] obviously, they have high 

expectations and are motivated and so there's no [external] pressure. It's all the pressure is from 

within, if that makes sense. We put pressure on ourselves as opposed to having external pressure. 

The one AP class I had there was definitely high expectations just because everyone in there was 

so talented and so smart. But the other classes, my other electives, like weights or so on and so 

forth, I would say have high expectations, but not nearly as high as the expectations of the AP 

staff or the AP students or the IB staff and students. 

Course Selection Experiences 

We really started with our freshman year since IB is a bit different from regular. We have 

this thing that's called a four-year plan. And IB mandates… they have X amount of classes in 

each category. So obviously freshman year you can't choose, but then sophomore year there's 

not as much flexibility, but you can still choose your sciences. But then after that, it's totally free. 

You can do whatever you want as long as you meet these requirements of four higher level 

classes and three standard level classes. We spent some time, like a week or two maybe out of the 

entire year, choosing the classes we want, then signing up for them. There's not really too much 
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restriction. They try to accommodate as much as they can to get us the classes we want. Usually 

the counselors come to class, give a presentation. Just sort of revitalizing, like remind us and 

we'll spend like maybe one or two days in English class or whichever class it is to do this. 

The one AP class I had already that was really easy to take just because it's built into that 

[four year] program. I think now it'd be a bit more difficult just because the AP would conflict 

with the IB schedules. But I think if it wasn't for IB, I don't think it'd be too difficult. I'll give you 

an example. Like this year I have to take a science and math, history and English class and 

individual societies, which is like a business class. And then we have one free class for one 

semester. So I could take an AP class, but I wouldn't have like a full experience because for the 

second semester I have to take a philosophy class. So, my whole schedule is filled with required 

classes. I can't really, there's no place to take one class out and switch it for AP, but I think I'll 

take another AP next year, just because I have so many open spots. So, if I can take another AP 

to get more college credit, then why not? 

AP Exam Experiences 

 There's this expectation that you're signing up for an AP class that you're going to take 

the test, but the teachers made it clear at the beginning of the year and throughout the year that 

if you don't want to take the test, you can pay like a $20 fee or whatever the fee was, and you can 

stay out. You don't have to do it. You can still take the class, but you don't have to take the test. 

After every unit during class, we would review it because, of course for that test, we will 

always make sure to go back during the year to review the past units. It was a bit different 

because school got cut off because of COVID and that really messed a lot of it up. I would say in 

the weeks leading up to the tests, we had a lot of conference calls learning how to write the DBQ 

(document-based question) and just reviewing everything in general. I think had we not had 
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online class for the last portion of the year, we would have done more just reviewing and we 

didn't actually get a finish or learning. We didn't even get to the end. But I think if we continued 

in school we would have been able to review more and go into more detail of how to write a 

good DBQ and LEQ (long essay question) or how to answer the multiple choice questions better. 

When asked if he was satisfied with receiving a three on the AP exam, Jonathan 

responded: Not really, just because I know I could have done better. But I think a lot of it though 

was just because this was a first time for everybody [taking the AP exam online from home]. It 

was the first time for the students, the first time for the teachers, and first time for the schools. I 

think a lot of it was, it was a first-time for the AP [program]. I think the format of the test wasn't 

the best just because, although they did cut down on what we're doing, we just have to do a 

DBQ, but they also cut down on the time we had for DBQ. It made it a bit difficult to write such a 

high-quality essay in such a short time. 

I think really having the expectation for one final test at the end of the year has helped 

[prepare me for college] because in college, I'm assuming we'll have more of those [types of 

tests]. I know in IB, we have more of those this year and next year, just getting used to that 

mindset of having to review the whole year's lessons and just having the expectation of the final 

test it's helped a lot. And just having standardized test, when you go into a room and you stay in 

that room for X amount of hours doing that test. That helped a lot. 

COVID 19 and Remote Learning Experiences 

 I think time management is something that still manages to creep up. I think right now, 

especially as the online learning. Even though I've been where the environment is quiet, there's 

no interruptions, no yelling, no banging, nothing, it's just not the same experience. At home you 

get your TV next to you, you have the kitchen to go eat. You can do so many different things that 
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can get you off track, but it's not like at school. At school you can't do anything but learn. It's like 

right now it's a bit tougher because the environment doesn't match as well.  

This year it's a bit of an outlier. I would say normally I have a good relationship with my 

teachers and just because I can always stop by their classroom and say I didn't really understand 

how we do this, or I don't understand the lesson today, or ask to explain this a bit more. But I 

think online learning has changed that a lot, especially because there’s a whole new lineup of 

teachers that I have, it's not as easy to get in contact with them. It's not as constant. Emailing 

can take hours or days. So, it's not as good as it used to be but I'd say that the last two years 

[before online learning] I had a good relationship with my teachers. 

Some of the teaching styles that teachers have, they’re great in person, but then online, it 

doesn’t transfer. No matter what teachers do [this year] it’s still not as easy to stay engaged. For 

example, I'm taking a European history class right now. And so instead of having a traditional 

final with an essay and multiple-choice questions, she's just having a simple small selection of 

multiple-choice questions. But then for the other part, she is having just like a bracket of 

different events in European history and why they're important. So not only is it in the 

assignments, but we also don’t always have traditional assignments to keep us engaged. We have 

like a dependent one that can be exciting. And then also can depending on the lectures, because 

we have a lot of lectures where we just, a lot of days we would just take notes. A lot of the times 

it's just in the way they talk, because sometimes you'll have a teacher that speaks monotone. It's 

really easy to drift off, but a lot of the teachers are very expressive and make sure to spice it up. 

And a lot of them are also really responsive, make sure to call on us and keep us involved. So, 

it's not just sit there and listen, take notes. Well, I kind of just sit there and listen and respond to 

those questions or do something that requires some feedback.  
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Future Orientation 

 When I was about eight, I was hospitalized with an asthma attack and just seeing all 

those doctors, to get taken care of, honestly saving my life, has inspired me to help pay it 

forward to helping other people. I just want to do the same job as the people who were inspiring. 

I have big plans for the future. I want to become a doctor and go to med school and whatnot. I 

never really thought of college before that, but I always knew I wanted to be like a lawyer or an 

engineer. It was always those two things because hearing about them or seeing on TV seemed 

like a really cool job to do. But then obviously the ER experience changed my whole trajectory.  

 Right now, I'm planning on going into Urban University just because I know they give a 

lot of credit for IB, so I know that will help reduce the cost of tuition and hopefully I'll get some 

good scholarships there. After that, obviously I have med school, but right now that's a little bit 

far in the future. I'm not really sure where I want to go, but I'd say if I had to choose, I would 

stay close to home, so I don't have to pay too much and I don't have to pay the out-of-state 

tuition, hopefully. And then after that, just residency and then a doctor, I guess. I am looking into 

scholarships because that's going to be a big part of my future and ability to enroll in better 

schools. I think right now what I'm doing [in school] is important, the success is really important 

to me, so I can of course do even better in the future. 

Skylar 

Skylar is an 18-year-old, first-generation, Hispanic female from Succeed High School. 

Skylar is a senior and has attended Danbury Public Schools since kindergarten. Throughout her 

academic journey, she experienced a variety of schools. Her journey began at Commit 

Elementary. Although this was not her neighborhood school, she attended Commit Elementary 

because her brother is hard of hearing and Commit Elementary houses a program for deaf and 
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hard of hearing students. Next, she transitioned to 6th grade at Challenge Middle School and 

later was accepted into a magnet program at Believe Magnet Middle School, where she 

transferred for 7th and 8th grades. While at Believe MS, Skylar developed an interest in 

Performing Arts after taking her first Theater class. She also started taking advanced courses 

while at Believe MS, including Advanced Theatre and Honors Language Arts. After middle 

school, Skylar began her freshman year at Wisdom HS. However, due to what she termed as 

“low academic standards and low expectations from staff,” she made her final transition and 

enrolled at Succeed HS. She pursued an interest in Performing Arts in high school, completing 

Drama (1,2, and 3), Debate, Forensics, Stagecraft (1 and 2), and Repertory Theatre (1 and 2). 

Her rigorous academic schedule also continued throughout high school, including English 

Honors (1, 2 &, 4), Honors US History 1, Chemistry, and Honors Financial Literacy. 

Additionally, she took three AP courses: AP US History 2, AP Government, and AP 

Language. She took and passed the AP Language exam with a score of 4, she took the AP 

History exam but did not pass, and she did not take the exam for AP Government. When I asked 

her if she scored a one or a two on the AP History exam, she replied, "I probably got a 2 to be 

honest. I feel like I would have been traumatized if I got a 1." Skylar has exceeded the 23-credit 

requirement for high school graduation, currently having 30.25 credits, and is set to earn a total 

of 32.75 after completing her final semester of high school. Skylar will be a first-generation 

college student.     

When asked to describe herself as a student, Skylar stated, Most teachers probably say 

I'm a pretty quiet and reserved student who seems to just figure it out on my own. I either get 

way ahead because I know, oh, we're going to do this, so I might as well get started on that now. 

I tend to do stuff a lot more earlier. I don't really procrastinate. That's not something I do for 
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school anyway. So yeah, I would hope they say that I'm a hard worker and responsible.  

Academic Journey Critical Events   

Using the digital tool Padlet, Skylar prepared for the initial interview by creating a 

critical events timeline of her academic journey. This allowed her to organize her thoughts and 

identify specifics events throughout her life that she believes are critical in her academic success. 

Skylar’s critical events timeline began in kindergarten when she was first introduced to the 

concept of college. The critical events Skylar identified can be found in Figure 3 below.   

Figure 3  

Skylar’s Critical Events Timeline 

 

Family Influence Towards Academic Success 

Ever since I was small, I just understood stuff a lot more quickly than other people my 

age. Growing up in an immigrant household, I've always been told, school is everything. You got 

to pass everything in school. Like school is the number one thing, because your brain can get 

you out of the rut that we're in. For example, my dad's a construction worker, my mom's a 

housekeeper. So it's like, you got a brain that could get you to work. You don't have to be tired 

like we are every night. So ever since then, that's been my number one thing... School, school 

school…Growing up, it was lots of struggles, you know? I have three [siblings]. There's a big 

age step. My oldest brother is 35, one sister is 30 and my other brother, he is 20. So, the first 
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two, big age difference. And for me [and my other brother], it's just a two-year age difference. 

I've grown up needing not that much attention because life just goes on with everyone else and I 

was the youngest, so it was like, ah, we did this three times before, it's the fourth time, so…Then 

with my brother, he had medical stuff going on, so a lot of stuff was really on making sure he's 

okay. So really, I just grew up like, okay… this is what my parents want for me. I guess I was 

already ambitious at the time because I already caught on how to read very quick and caught on 

how to write very quickly. So, it was like, okay… I am going to do it, but I'm going to do it better! 

And that's pretty much how I've kept going. I'm gonna do it. I'm gonna do it better. 

When I was little in kindergarten [was the first time I can remember being introduced to 

the idea of college]. It was like okay, first it's elementary school. That's where you're going. 

Okay, next is middle school. I'm saying, okay, then high school and end on that one. And then 

that's where I thought, okay, that's it, finish high school and you're out into the world, because 

no one I knew has been to a college or university or even trade school. And then it was like, but 

for you… you're going to go to college and that's another four years, kind of like high school, but 

you're more grown. I was like, oh, okay! You're gonna go and you're gonna work really hard so 

you don't have to come home so tired like me and your dad. And I was like, oh, okay, 

understandable. I don't want to be in construction, coming home at 7:00, but being out since five 

in the morning. And so that was it. It was like, you're going to go to college. What are you going 

to do? We don't know, that's up to you to decide, but ultimately you will go! 

I never really had to struggle studying or anything until high school. I always just got A's 

naturally. I never studied before. I remember being little and just being like, yeah, I'm smart. I 

know I am. I'm gonna keep doing that so I could just get more smart. My number one thing was 

I'm gonna be smarter than all my siblings cause I'm the youngest. And I was like, I gotta beat 



 73 

them in something. 

My mom [is important in my academic journey] because my mom is very intelligent. 

She's very smart. Like she came here not knowing a single lick of English, but she got it pretty 

quickly. You just hear stories, you know, from family members, oh, your mom's the smartest out 

of all of us. Your mom got a brain. She wanted to be the first one to attend university, but she met 

my dad when they were [in high school]. They were high school sweethearts. She met my dad 

and she got pregnant with my oldest sibling. And she was like, “and you know how it was back 

then, you can't do both at the same time. So, I had to settle down and we got married and I had 

to take care of your brother.” And I was like, dang. So, right there, I understood why she wanted 

all of us to like go to school. She literally could have done it if she wanted to. It's just timing 

happened. And with the times it was like, you're a woman and you get pregnant now. Okay, 

you're stuck at home. That's it. 

Her first two[children], my sister and my oldest brother, they were born in Mexico. They 

came over here and they couldn't attend university over here [because they were undocumented 

immigrants]. So, that takes out half of us. My [other] brother right now, he attends Urban 

University Tech. My parents were still under the stigma of college and university, it's four years. 

He will only be there for two. So, my mom was like, oh, I'm proud of you for going to school, but 

it's not what she had in mind. So, for me, I was like, okay, I'm actually doing four years. I'll do 

what my mom, wants. I may have been the last one, but at least [there is] one! 

My Siblings are all here. They started their own families and everything. I don't really 

want to sound braggy, but when I was little, I just caught on to so many things so quickly. I never 

had to try academically. As they (my siblings) grew older, they were like, oh yeah, she is going to 

go places. The older they got the more they parent me. They were like, okay, school… how is it 



 74 

going? You know what you want to do with your life? You got a brain; you could do much. You 

could be a lawyer. You could be a doctor. Ultimately though, the main one (influence) was my 

mom, because look what she could have done. And now she wants that for us. And you're the last 

one, so you got to do something with that! 

Mental Health Challenges 

In middle school and then the start of high school my mental health really challenged me. 

It really did bring me down. I was like, I don't feel like going… I don't feel like going anywhere. 

Like what's the point? I don't care. It was very difficult because going from, I'm doing 

everything, I was in clubs, getting all A's to, oh, she went down to a B and she quit all this stuff, 

it was very difficult. The main thing was that I was young. I wasn't even like a full on teen. I think 

I was like 12, 13. So they were like, you're still a baby. Why do you put so much pressure on 

yourself? Well, I went to a therapist. It got bad for a bit where I had to be on medication. I still 

am on medication. I sometimes relapse when I'm off of medication. So right now it's like, I’ll 

probably be on it for a good amount of time. And pretty much I just got reinforcement at home. 

Like, listen, we know your potential. We know you're not going to be a failure. Look at what 

you've done in the past. Like a little bit of struggle just means you're trying, and don't beat 

yourself up for trying.  

Teachers helped a lot because when it happened, they noticed a student who would 

usually be participating in stuff, just kind of stopped doing it. They were like, you're okay. Do 

you need a breather? Anything? Like, you could blow our expectations out of the water, but you 

are perfectly fine with us. So that helped a lot and that helped me get out of the whole lack of 

motivation and out of a rut. I've just been really lucky. I really lucked out because I had a lot of 

great teachers. I know plenty of other teachers who are like okay...And... work is work. Get it 
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done. 

My mom was around most of the time. My mom and dad are still together. He's still an 

active part of my life. It's just that with work, he goes wherever work is. So, he will be gone from 

the house a lot. So my mom, bless her heart, would try to include him in stuff. Like, yeah, you got 

an A or you’re student of the week. Great! Let's go out for ice cream. But you know, it was just 

her and she makes less from the two. So, sometimes she was like I'm trying to celebrate you, but 

it’s hard. I was little and I understood that. I never once said, no one appreciates me. I 

understood that. My point of view was your parents are working so hard and they already know 

you could accomplish so much. If you go down, my thought was you have to keep going up. If 

you got down for a bit, then, what's the point of them trying to get weekdays or weekends off to 

celebrate if you got nothing to celebrate. So that was my way of thinking. That was not a healthy 

way of thinking. Especially so young. It was difficult to see my other friends who are more 

wealthier and like, my dad's here. My parents are so great. We go out to eat to celebrate me and 

my hard work every month or something. I'm like, oh...But that's okay though. 

Over Committed or Fully Committed? 

My biggest challenge would be time management. Cause oh my gosh, I have a job that I 

work almost every day. Then there's school, which is a regular part of my day. I have to do all 

stuff a long time before it's due. So, like a project that could be due in two months, I'm like, I 

haven't even started on it. Oh my gosh, what are you doing? Sometimes it's like, oh my last check 

wasn't good. I should probably work more. And it's like, ah, but school is more important! And 

then, because I love theater so much, every chance that I get to do extra shows or extra activities 

or something in the department, I'm always jumping on that. I even got a letter in it. A letter in 

theater, a letter in debate and forensics and a letter in academics. And then I am senior class 
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president right now. Oh, wow. So my schedule is really full a lot of the time. A lot of people are 

like, you're a nerd. You got no social life, loser. But I would like to say I got a good amount of 

friends and I'm not just all study, study, study. I could have done a lot more, but I wouldn’t have 

been as good at what I did, which is what a lot of people seem to do. If they do a lot, it's always 

one is not good and the other one's great. 

School is My Priority  

It is very important to do well in school. It is how you get a head start in life pretty much. 

Be educated so you won't get pushed over by future bosses or maybe you'll be a boss. It's just 

always been in my head. You got to do well in school, so you could get a head start. It won’t 

guarantee you success, but I’m sure it would help. 

I would just like to say [I attribute my success in school] as my own, like mine. I drive 

myself. I'm ambitious, I guess. I'm always like, there's more! So, then I pushed myself to do more. 

Even though I'm so good in this class, I can take a nap and no one would care. But you know, I 

do feel the drive, like you got to keep going. The only downfall of that is sometimes I don't stop 

and think, okay, you did enough! Take a break! 

I feel great [when I do well in school], cause that's my main thing, you know, that's where 

I spend most of my time. Even though I do have hobbies and stuff, it's ultimately school. Even 

though I don't feel like going sometimes or I don't want to go. I strive to achieve in everything. 

For example, I have mostly Honors or AP classes and anything that's like regular to me, if it's 

below an A I freak out! I really take pride in myself; I do well in school. Last time I checked [my 

GPA], it was a 3.5. 

School Experiences  

At Commit Elementary, I was with the smart people group, but I saw myself as the 
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dumbest smart person. I accelerated at reading. I could read a whole bunch of books on my own, 

before the deadline. I understood science pretty well. It was just math. I don't know, something 

about math just wouldn't click for me. I would get it eventually, faster than my other peers, but I 

would be the last one in that smart people group. So, I was like, I'm the dumbest smart person. In 

first grade I was put in the advance group of all my peers in the same grade. I kept being in that 

group till I left elementary. Then, I was attending speech [therapy] on my own. Randomly a 

teacher would come to class and just pull me out and I'd be gone for an hour. I felt weird 

because of that too. Like, oh, everyone's looking at me being pulled out of class for an hour.  

Middle school was good because [originally] they put me in like regular classes and then 

after a good few day of introductions, my teachers were like, she shouldn't be in my classes. One 

teacher was like, it's wonderful to have you, but right here is not where you could really thrive. I 

was like, okay. So that worked out.  

For the first half of freshman year, I went to Wisdom HS. In the middle of freshman year, 

I transferred to Succeed HS. At Wisdom HS, I really did not care [about school]. I really did not 

like the school. It felt all run down. Teachers were just like, yeah, I'm here. I'm going to do my 

job and quit. And they're like, that's it! That really affected me cause one, my mental health 

issues were spiking up again and two, I was just like, I'm over here, hello?? Wisdom HS has that 

reputation of it's run down. People struggle over there. You struggle if you go over there. That's 

how it is. At Wisdom HS it was like, if you got a brain, you’re doing good [and teachers didn’t 

push you]. You're set. Literally, I would like fall asleep in class and they wouldn't even wake me 

cause it's like, she'll pass the test anyway. Meanwhile at Succeed HS it was like, you're doing 

good. This is great. You've got a brain, you're so smart. You should do this, or you should do that 

to keep going further. You could see a difference the moment I switched to Succeed HS. Even 
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though relatively, like social wise, yes, it's the same [at both high schools]. It's more of teachers 

and atmosphere that was very different. At Wisdom HS it was, I'm here to do my job and I'm 

clocking out. And then at Succeed HS it was like, I've been doing this for so many years cause I 

love doing it. I love the kids and I love sparking interests. I was like, yes, that's what I need! It 

was a brand-new building with teachers who were there for a long time. They have the passion 

for it. I was lucky to get teachers who really do have the passion for it. And it was like, yeah, they 

actually try with me. So of course, I try for them back and give everything I got. They're not 

treating me like trash.  

Course Selection in High School 

All students do [have the opportunity to take AP], but because I've always been in 

Honors classes, it was like you're in Honors, okay, go up to AP. But anyone could do AP if they 

really wanted it to, but really, they just strongly recommended it for people who are already in 

Honors beforehand. The Honors class, they would get the AP teachers to go over to their class. 

Well, the regular students, it would just be a counselor thing. But, they tried to make sure anyone 

could take AP, you just gotta pick it. My parents and siblings, they weren't into that, they didn't 

know anything about AP. So when I heard about it, I asked my counselor because I don't know 

what's going on with any of the college stuff. He made sure that the path that I was going was the 

right one, you know? I knew I wanted to take AP classes and I didn't want it to be the ones that 

are like basics. Like I didn't want to take AP Psychology or anything. I wanted to take History 

and English. So I got into that. I'm in AP Government for next semester. My counselor helped me 

out a lot because I had no idea what was going on. 

Motivation to Take AP 

There's a few things that comes to mind [when thinking about why I enrolled in AP]. One, 
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during middle school, I was having a little bit of trouble gaining focus in class and I got 

diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. That just made me focus on the future and think about how 

are you going to go through life, freaking out over simple stuff, like why? None of your siblings 

have it, your mom and dad don't have it. Why do you gotta have it? Two, I heard about AP 

courses in ninth grade, freshman year, and I was like, oh, you could be prepared for college 

AND it'll save you money. Money [motived me to take AP] because we're just not all that 

wealthy. I was like, we don't have a lot of money. I would really like to do that. Then you could 

say, oh yeah, I experienced a college level course and I'm still in high school. You could get that 

out of the way and take off like $2000 from the college bill. It'll be a lot more better for me and 

my family because my parents will try to help. But ultimately, I am paying for it, like a lot of 

other people. So, I just bounced on the opportunity right away, especially since I was already in 

Honors classes and I was already kind of getting bored in them. So, I just jumped on that. 

I realized I could be a candidate for AP my freshmen year when my World History 

teacher told me, okay, if I don't see that you signed up for AP, I'm going to pull you out of class, 

and I'll make you sign up for AP. And then, [also my freshman year] another teacher pulled me 

out to the side after finals and my first thought was, I'm a good kid. Why is he pulling me out? 

What? Did I seem suspicious or anything? He was my favorite teacher. I thought he was going to 

say, you cheated on your test or something. I thought I was going to have to argue, like no I 

didn't. But he pulled me out and he looked at me directly in my eyes and I got so scared. And he 

was like, this is the highest final grade I've seen. I guess I got a hundred percent on the final and 

then I got all the extra credit questions correct, I got everything correct. He was like, you know, 

there's AP here. Whenever you get to that, you should really think about this moment and I think 

you'll do fine. You still have next year where it's just Honors but think about AP for junior year. I 
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was like, okay, I should probably choose AP. I'll probably be fine. 

AP Experiences 

I'm going to be really honest with you. It was more of everybody who took the course 

might as well take the exam. If you would do well, good. If you strike out, well, a lot of people 

decided to just take that L (loss). Like they all (teachers) encourage us to take it, but a lot of 

people were like, no, cause they don't even know what the test looked like. We just had very 

special circumstances. It was like, you didn't finish the whole course, but we're still going to 

have it because some people still wanted to take it. Preparing for it, I just looked over my notes 

for a few minutes and I was like, you know what? A lot of the people are already doing it, we are 

in COVID, I'm in quarantine, I'm stuck at home. I'll just do it and however I do right now with 

my brain, that's how I’ll do. They (teachers) were going to [prep us for the exam], they tried to 

do prep near the end of class, closer to the exam), but sadly for them, right before they were 

about to start it, that's when we got shut down (COVID-19). You got a refund if you decided to 

not take it. 

I was satisfied with English [AP exam results]. I thought I would do better in history than 

in English because I had an idea of what I was writing about in history. So, I was really 

disappointed in [my history exam] score. I was like, what? How? And then for English, I thought 

I was going to get like a three, on a good day, and I got a four. So, I was like, hmm, well, cool. 

The work and then the time management [in AP has helped prepare me for college]. 

There's like regular schoolwork that takes me about a good few minutes to finish. And then 

there's AP where you do have to spend more time. It's not like an Honors or regular class. It's 

like, yeah, this is an AP class. I got all this reading to do. I've got to make sure it's all good. So, 

more learning how to rewrite again. How to write an essay again. That was interesting. 
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Caring Teachers  

Teachers show they care just by showing that they have passion and just noticing the 

small things really. Even though I'm relatively a quiet kid, I'm sitting at the back of the class, you 

know, it's like, oh, she wasn't here. How are you? Or hey, I saw that you were frustrated at 

yourself with this test grade. Do you want to discuss it? Whenever I was getting more in my rut, 

it would show in work or test scores and teachers would pull me to the side and be like, hey, I 

noticed you've been kind of going down, like, not that bad, but that's not like you. Anything 

wrong? I would say that helps a lot. 

Some teachers, whenever I'm struggling and I say, okay, I’m about to lose it, I need to 

take a break. I can just tell them. Like my English teacher and math teacher of last year. I was 

like, yeah, I'm burning out. I'm trying not to completely give up. So, I'm going to just chill out for 

a week. I may need to have like a breather or something and they're like, okay, go ahead. Life is 

like that, but as long as you recognize it before you completely shut down, hey, that's a win, 

count that as a win. 

Passionate About Performing Arts 

My drama teacher, I call her mom. Hey mom, we need to do this...Blah, blah, blah, blah, 

blah. I know my drama teacher’s history; she was an English teacher. She was a pretty good 

English teacher. She has a doctorate, but she really enjoyed pursuing her actual passion for 

acting and drama and performing arts. That was a number one and that was my thing too. I 

enjoy acting a lot, all of my extra activities they are theater related. So, [she helped me realize] 

hey, I don’t have to be a dropout to be able to perform. I won’t have to move to Hollywood, how 

a lot of people do. I could still get an education. Still find out something educational wise and 

still, you know, be a part of theater and perform. So, I got a musical theater scholarship at 
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Private University for $16,000 per year. I'm good at that. I'll get an education like everyone else 

who attends university, but also be majoring in that, so I can still be a part of it. It's doable. You 

can do it. So yes, I will do that. 

There was a schedule issue where I wouldn't be in forensics and I was like, no, no, no, 

no, no, no, no. I got to get as much training or whatever I can as possible. The counselor was 

like, okay, okay. I can fix this. Don't even worry about it. I got you. He saw my schedule 

throughout the years and every time he saw me I was like I want to be in this class to help me 

with this and he was like, okay, I could fix this. I can work with you on that.  

That was a really big thing. It was like, okay, you're doing good in all these advanced 

classes. Don’t you want to be a lawyer or something? I was like, no, I want to perform. I'm in all 

the possible classes. I'm in Drama 4. I'm in Stagecraft, which is where you help build sets. I'm in 

Repertory Theater, which is the competition team and I'm in forensics and debate, which is what 

a lot of people don't tend to do. But really, I see debate and forensics as my solo acting. I did 

pretty well in that. I have many medals from there. Last year my coach was planning on taking 

me to nationals for it, but COVID hit. And so, we got canceled, which really sucks because I was 

going to be the first person who wasn't a senior he was going to take throughout his whole 

career. I was like, dang it COVID! I was really doing that! They just canceled it altogether 

because we couldn’t be around a whole bunch of people and nationals is pretty much like a 

convention and you're there for a good weekend. I remember we were looking at an Airbnb to 

rent out.  

Future Orientation 

After I graduate high school, I plan to attend Private University to seek out my major in 

Musical Theater. I went on my own [to visit Private University] because everyone else was 
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working and I was like, this is a good opportunity. I could get a scholarship in theater. I could 

prove, I'm actually good at it and have a reason for that to be my major. So, I just went on my 

own and had to figure all that stuff out on my own. Throughout that day we did a little tour of the 

performing arts area and I fell in love with it. I just loved it. I was like oh my gosh, they have a 

net above the stage. This is so cool. I instantly clicked with the professors. And then I actually 

could see myself being there. 

Private University gave me a scholarship which is very much appreciated. My Merit 

Scholarship was $13,000. Then he liked me a lot during my audition and he was like, let's add to 

it, and then it went up to $16,000 with the Musical Theater Scholarship. So, I was like cool. I 

plan to live in a dorm so I could get that sense of independence. My mom won't be by my side 

forever, even though I know she will be mentally, cause my mom got my back and my dad too, 

and everyone. I’ll work part time, like how I'm doing right now. Really that's it. I don't plan on 

doing much, just handle school. I guess school is number one. 

Serena 

Serena is an African American female who is 18-years-old and a senior at Succeed High 

School. She maintained straight As through middle and high school while taking an extremely 

rigorous course load. Serena started taking advanced courses in middle school, including Honors 

Language Arts (6-8), Honors Social Studies (6-8), Honors Science (6-8), Honors Math (6-7), and 

Algebra 1 (8). In high school, she continued with a rigorous course load, including English 

Honors (1-4), Honors World History, Algebra 2 Honors, Honors Chemistry, Honors US History 

1, Precalculus, Trigonometry, Physics, and Anatomy and Physiology. Also, Serena took three AP 

courses, AP Psychology (did not pass the exam), AP US History 2 (did not pass the exam), and 

AP Calculus 1 (did not take the exam). She has earned 29.25 credits and is set to earn 31.75 after 
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completing her last semester of high school. 

Serena grew up in Danbury, living in the same household with her mother, father, and 

one brother, who is five years older. Both of her parents graduated from high school. Serena's 

father attended a Junior college for one year, and her mother attended less than one year of 

college. Serena's parents chose to send both children to magnet schools as an alternative to their 

neighborhood schools for elementary and middle school. Serena attended Bliss Traditional 

Magnet Elementary and Achieve Traditional Magnet Middle School. Serena's brother graduated 

from Succeed HS and went on to play basketball at a 4-year university, where he earned his 

bachelor's degree. After receiving his bachelor's degree, her brother moved overseas to continue 

his basketball career playing professionally. Serena's brother was the first in the family to earn a 

college degree. 

Serena describes herself as hardworking. When asked what being selected for this study 

means to her, she replied, "It means a lot to me. I know I've took a lot of Honors classes 

throughout the years and I felt kind of complacent in those classes. So, taking AP gave me 

something to really challenge myself a lot. And I have a brother, I don't think he took any AP 

classes, so I feel good taking them." 

Academic Journey Critical Events   

Using the digital tool Padlet, Serena prepared for the initial interview by creating a 

critical events timeline of her academic journey. This allowed her to organize her thoughts and 

identify specifics events throughout her life that she believes are critical in her academic success 

leading up to participation in AP. Serena’s critical events timeline began in 4th grade after taking 

3rd place in the Rising Scholars Spelling Bee and realizing she had academic potential. The 

critical events Serena identified can be found in Figure 4 below.   
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Figure 4  

Serena’s Critical Events Timeline 

 

Individual Determination  

It's very important to do well in school. I feel like that's like my top priority. I attribute my 

success in school to me, personally, I feel, I just always do my work and always staying focused 

on school first. Keeping a 4.0 through middle and high school really stands out to me [as 

important in my academic journey]. I would say I'm most proud of finishing the first semester [of 

my senior year] with a 4.0 and getting the gold award, which means I'm really close to being 

valedictorian. Also, sports keep me going. And along with sports, I have to keep my grades up. 

Family Influences Towards Academic Success 

I would say my mom [is most important in my academic success]. She's always pushed 

me to take those hard classes and challenge myself and keep my grades high. My parents have 

always said to set focus on school. I'm almost 18 and I've never worked. They just want me to 

focus on school so I can get to college. My parents had pushed me to do good. I know when I 

was younger, I got paid for getting good grades, so I always strive to get good grades. Now, I 

mean, my parents don't pay me anymore. So now just looking at the good grades makes me feel 



 86 

good. I feel good when I do well in school. Nowadays. I feel like I just expect to do good. So, 

anything less than an A it's kinda like, Oh, Serena, you need to step it up. 

Also my brother [motivates me to do well in school], because I saw him doing it. He 

wasn't a 4.0 student. My brother is really good at basketball. Well, he actually plays professional 

basketball and I've always been better than him academically. So, I feel like that really pushes 

me just because, I mean, he excels in basketball, so I want to beat him in something else. 

Other Experiences Leading to Academic Success 

I used to go to the Boys and Girls Club for a summer camp when I was younger. And 

there was an opportunity for whoever wanted to join, to do the spelling bee and there'd be people 

from other summer camps and other schools coming. And I was like, yeah, let's try. I never won 

the spelling bee at my actual schools. I was like, I'm nervous. But I always thought I could win. I 

was like, okay, so I'm going through it. And I was like, okay, well I know all these words. And I 

spelled them all correct and ended up winning and afterwards, I was like, okay. I think I'm good. 

I'm good at spelling now and I think I can start trying some other stuff that might take me farther 

in my academic side. It was a big motivator for me. 

The summer heading into my junior year I attended HOBY Leadership Camp at Midwest 

State University. I had to do interview and I had to write an essay to be able to get invited to the 

leadership camp. I was chosen by my school first and I was really excited to be chosen. It was 

good for me. I mean, it was all about leadership. So, we did a lot of leadership activities getting 

to know people from all over [the state] and all of these people were like valedictorian, top of the 

line, valedictorians but they were also leaders. And that was cool to see. I mean, I hadn't really 

been involved in a lot of stuff outside of sports. So when you go to something like that, I thought 

it was a really cool experience. And I learned a lot and I realized my leadership potential along 
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with my academic potential. I still communicate with some of the students I met there.  

School Experiences 

I feel like [my elementary and middle schools] were really strict compared to Succeed 

HS, really strict dress code and everything. But I think that helped me a lot going to Succeed HS, 

I mean, we were in class doing Cornell notes every single day in MS. Strict, no talking, stand in 

line. At Succeed HS it's nothing like that. I see kids that come from different MSs that are not 

used to that, and they've never been exposed to that. So, I feel like that experience helps me stay 

focused on my academics, I mean at Achieve MS Magnet academics were first. 

At Succeed HS I feel like they haven't always expected [me to do well in school], so they 

probably have been surprised by a lot of the time they don't expect me to do well. I'm an athlete, 

they don't expect me to actually be focused on academics. Sometimes they're surprised and then 

sometimes it's just like, oh, that's Serena. We know she's like that.  

I can't think of many opportunities we have [to voice our opinions at school]. Maybe 

because it’s such a big school. I mean, I'm sure we can go to our administrators and we can go 

to our teachers if you have an issue, but I don't know. It's hard in big school. I’ve never [been 

asked to provide feedback or offer my opinion] in my four years at Succeed HS, so… It's hard at 

Succeed HS since we have so many students. 

Greatest Challenges in School  

In elementary, I remember there was, I was still wanting to get all A's in elementary, you 

know, back then it was cool to be considered A. I was probably what, eight years old and I 

remember I got a B in PE class during the basketball unit. And I don't know, but that really does 

upset me. And I was like, no, I'm only getting A's like, whatever I can do to get A's. So, when I 

went through, I was like, that's going to make me, push me throughout my years.  
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I know freshman year was a big adjustment for me, just coming from a different type of 

school and, and being in a different environment. Succeed HS is a different environment. And I 

also was playing varsity basketball and volleyball my freshman year. So, for me to stay focused 

academically and have to adjust to all that, I feel like that was really challenging.  

And then of course I feel like this whole pandemic and being online for school has been 

really challenging to me. Like a part of going to the school is getting to see all my friends and 

that really gets me motivated to go to school and stuff along with, you know, getting good 

grades. But I mean, I haven't really been able to see that many people and I can't talk to my 

teachers in person. So it's harder to ask those questions and harder to pick up the materials 

because they don't know if you're understanding right away. And I've tried to learn a lot on my 

own and had to use a lot of outside time to really get the material. 

I feel like last year it was a lot of games in class, whether that's like Kahoot games or like 

class activities, like debates and other things that kept me engaged. Nowadays, It's hard because 

I know a lot of my classes, they just do a lot of note taking and it's hard to stay engaged in that. 

Some classes will try to do like a Nearpod lesson where everyone's showing their work or you do 

a Kahoot where everyone's playing, but a lot of them it's hard to stay engaged, honestly. The 

only class I had to turn my video camera on was in is weights and I actually have that now. And 

that's the only class we have our cameras on in. I have found that [breakout rooms during 

remote learning] doesn't really work the best... I don't think so…Students aren’t doing the work 

or they’re already asleep and they’ve been asleep, so yeah… 

Relationships at School 

I feel like I'm close with a lot of my teachers. A lot of the teachers, they take the time to 

get to know me because I play sports and I'm heavily involved in everything in school. So, they 
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know me just by my name because sports and they ask me how the game went at night, and then 

it's easier to come to them and ask those questions in class when I'm struggling on the topic or 

they know I'm a good student. So, they always try to make sure I'm doing well and understanding 

the material. I feel like teachers show they have high expectations for you by really taking the 

time to get to know your learning style and taking the time to make sure you understand the 

materials, like responding to your emails when you have questions or answering those questions 

while you're in class. 

I think a lot of the administrators play a part in creating a caring environment at school. 

They come to our classes and a lot of them know me by name and they'll make sure I'm doing 

well. Some of my teachers, not necessarily any I have recently, but a lot my freshman year and 

sophomore year still check up on me. I wasn't really close with, I know my English teacher at 

Succeed HS was Fallon and he's always checking on me in the hallways to see how I'm doing, 

back when we were in school. The counselors are okay. I mean, I think it's hard with all the 

students that they have, but if you go to them, they'll make sure that you're in the right classes 

and that you're doing all right. And of course, my coaches. I guess they came to my house to 

drop off the Buffalo gold award for the 4.0. And I was not able to see them because I was about 

to leave practice. 

AP Course Selection 

At the end of the year, I think before we go into the next grade, we all go meet our 

counselors during the specific time. And we have a talk with them, and they tell us what class 

they think would be best for us, but we have opportunity to choose whatever class we want. If we 

want to take those AP classes, we can, it doesn't matter your grades or whatever, if you want to 

be in those classes, you can, but they'll tell you whether or not anything is best for you. So, we do 
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talk to our counselors every year when we're seeing if we're eligible for AP classes and they 

always recommended me for the AP classes, being at my grades were always so high. And the 

teachers a lot of time, if they have an AP class, they'll recommend you for it as well. 

AP Experiences 

In middle school I took a lot of Honors classes and I got good grades in them, so I was 

already ahead in a lot of my classes. A lot of people take Algebra 1 their freshman year and I 

was already in Geometry. So, in high school I decided to take Psychology cause I was just really 

interested in it and I thought it would be a good class to learn more about that field. After I took 

Psychology, I really liked the teacher. The teacher was really good. So he mentioned that I could 

take AP Psychology. I realized I could be a candidate for AP after my sophomore year, when my 

teacher had told me that I could take AP Psych since I had scored so high in regular Psychology. 

And I was like, yeah, I want to start taking stuff that actually pushes me and challenges me. And 

so, I went through AP Psychology, which was a good experience. It was challenging, but I liked 

it.  

In AP Psychology, it was a lot of notes and a lot of, we did a lot of projects in there. I 

liked that class. We would also do like a lot of study kind of things. We walked through the 

hallways, kind of observe and to see what was going on. We also had a test every week and we'd 

have quizzes every week as well. So that was challenging in, we would go at a faster pace. It was 

a much faster pace than the regular Psychology class. So quizzes every week in and moving on 

and getting deeper into the subject.  

In AP Psychology, early on, I felt like I knew a lot of the material because I already taken 

the regular course, but towards the end, it started to get really hard. And since we didn't get to 

finish off the school year, I mean, I was left with a lot of topics that, you know, I had to learn on 
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my own or that I've just didn't do. I ended up taking the AP exam, which was online. But during 

the pandemic, yeah, it was a little different. So when I took the AP exam, it was a lot of stuff that 

I hadn't even learned yet. And it was a different format. I think we had to write more of like essay 

type for the AP Psych exam. I didn't end up scoring well enough to receive credit on it, but okay, 

I was like well it's okay, I will try another AP class.  

And then I took AP Calculus, and I did pretty well in that. That was the hardest class I've 

ever taken. A teacher actually said, yeah like Serena, I think you could do it. And I was like, no, 

no, I don't know about AP Calculus. That's a hard class. He was like, well, I mean, you're good 

at learning new material. In AP Calculus, that class went pretty fast. We would have tests every, 

every two weeks I would say. And we would just go through each unit, in one day and we would 

do a lot of note taking, it would be a lot of Nearpod lesson. We had to do this thing called Delta 

math, which is where you go see the problems. And until you get each question correct you can't 

move on until you get each question right. Then we'd have our final. We actually had two finals 

this past time because we had so much information to cover. And I actually had to learn a lot on 

my own in that class. Especially since being online [due to COVID]. Early on, I was like, okay, 

this is a really hard class. It was very hard to learn that, but I did it. I did not think I would get 

an A in AP Calc. I thought there was no way, but I did! And you know, the AP exam, a lot of 

money or kind a lot of things, but it cost some money. And I was like, do I want to take the AP 

exam or do I just want to go through the class and just use it as a challenging class to help 

prepare me for college? And I decided I'll just use it as a tool. I feel like if I was able to have the 

class in person, I would have went ahead and took the AP exam, but since it was online, I did 

not.  
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Future Orientation 

I feel like we talked about college in elementary school. I always knew I would go to 

college, but I never actually thought about going to college. I feel like the first time I actually 

thought about going to college is when my brother went to college, my eighth-grade year. He 

ended up going all the way to Utah for college on a basketball scholarship. Then I realized, oh, I 

could probably get a basketball scholarship too. And that's a way for me to get my school paid 

for and go to college. 

I am really trying to get a basketball scholarship right now, so I can pay for college. I'm 

constantly training every day. I'm sending out emails to coaches. I have scholarship offers right 

now, but I'm still kind of waiting and seeing what direction I want to go in. I'm not sure yet 

where I'm going to go, I want to get away from home and a lot of schools right now, kind of close 

to home. So, I do want to try to go see something besides [the state of] Midwest, you know? But 

yeah, I decided on that. I can go to a junior college for one year and then try to go to a nice 

university that has all the right academic programs for me. I do know I want to major in like 

health sciences or pre-med biology chem, and then after I get my bachelor's, I would like to 

apply for a PA school (physician assistant school) and try to get in there. Also, I'm planning on 

doing some online virtual volunteer hours because you need a lot of volunteer hours to get into 

PA school. So I'm planning on doing that during the spring semester and over the summer. 

Because of the pandemic, I can't really do it in person (shadowing PAs and people in the medical 

field). I can do that virtually and get my hours that way. 

Anna 

Anna is a Hispanic female from Nurture High School. Anna is a seventeen-year-old who 

completed her graduation requirements at the end of her senior year's first semester, allowing her 
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to graduate early. She earned a total of 30.25 credits, surpassing the 23 credit requirements to 

graduate while maintaining a 4.0 GPA throughout both middle and high school. DPS does not 

weigh GPA based on advanced courses, such as AP. Regardless, Anna will represent her 

graduating class as valedictorian.  

Anna grew up living in Danbury and attended DPS since elementary school. Anna lives 

with her mother, father, and five younger siblings. Anna is the oldest of her siblings, with the 

youngest being two years old. Anna’s mother received her high school diploma, and her father 

received his high school GED. Anna is a first-generation college student.  

Anna began school at Pride Elementary but then transferred to Optimistic Elementary in 

4th grade. Anna applied to and was accepted to Mindset Magnet MS, where she completed 6th – 

8th grades. While at Mindset MS, Anna first applied to and was accepted into the Advancement 

Via Individual Determination (AVID) Elective. AVID provides opportunities for students eager 

for knowledge but historically have been denied appropriate access to the knowledge provided 

through rigorous curricula and instruction, including African American, Hispanic, and low 

socioeconomic students. Typically, AVID students are those who have been placed in "regular-

non-academic-non-college" curricula. Through AVID, these "average" or "middle" students are 

identified and enrolled in advanced classes and provided with an elective support class equipped 

with college tutors and a highly trained AVID teacher. 

The purpose of the AVID elective classroom is to provide academic and social support to 

AVID students. Once in AVID, students have access to a rigorous curriculum, including AP 

classes, and are expected to enroll in and complete college successfully. The AVID elective 

classroom provides the extra support or social scaffolding that AVID students need to succeed in 

their more rigorous classes. According to the AVID Data Snapshot, which was created from data 
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recorded from National Student Clearinghouse, AVID alumni who go to college are four times 

more likely to graduate than their national peers (AVID Center).  

In addition to the AVID Elective, Anna began taking advanced courses in middle school, 

including Honors Language Arts 6-8), Math Honors (6-7), Algebra 1 (8), and Social Studies 

Honors (7-8). After middle school, Anna attended Nurture HS, where she continued in AVID 

and enrolled in an advanced course load taking English Honors (1-4), Honors World History, 

Algebra 2 Honors, Honors U.S. history 1, Honors Chemistry, Precalculus/Trigonometry, and 

Honors Physics. Impressively, Anna completed high school with 25 college credits from taking 

advantage of concurrent enrollment opportunities throughout high school.     

 Anna describes herself as determined, patient, and helpful. When asked what being 

selected for the study means to her, she replied, "I've never done anything like this, so I just 

thought it was very cool!" 

Academic Journey Critical Events   

Using the digital tool Padlet, Anna prepared for the initial interview by creating a critical 

events timeline of her academic journey. This allowed her to organize her thoughts and identify 

specifics events throughout her life that she believes are critical in her academic success leading 

up to participation in AP. Anna’s critical events timeline began in 6th grade when she enrolled in 

her first Honors courses and the first of seven-years of enrollment in the AVID Elective. The 

critical events Anna identified can be found in Figure 5 below.   
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Figure 5 

Anna’s Critical Events Timeline 

 

The first time I remember being introduced to the idea of college was probably in 

elementary. I knew in elementary what Honors classes were so in 5th grade I was like, okay, 

filling out my schedule, I know what Honors is. I know I want to do Honors. And then in middle 

school we talked about there were Honors classes again in high school, and then it was in high 

school that I learned about AP courses.  

So, on the timeline, I just put the classes I took because I thought those were really, really 

important in where I am now. So, lots of Honors classes, lots of AP classes. And then I also 

highlighted when I began to start my Urban University journey. And then as far as accessing the 

AP courses there was always like a booklet in school, they would give us every February when 

we would start our schedules and that would be available. And then during beginning of the 

school years, like August, September they would talk, the teachers would talk to us about credit 

and, you know, I will always take the paper home to my mom and she starts filling out all this 

stuff for me. 

Family and Their Influence on my Academic Success 

I live with my...I'm trying to remember how many siblings I have...(lol). I live with my five 

siblings. I'm the oldest. I live with my mom and my dad and my five siblings. The youngest is two. 
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I've lived here all my life in Danbury, Midwest. [My parents] didn't go to college. My mom has 

her high school diploma. My dad has his GED. 

Number one, I would say family [stands out as most important in my academic journey]. 

My parents for sure [motivate me to do well in school]. Especially my mom. She checks our 

grades every single day, once a day. So, there's no way you can get by with something that's not 

all right. It's like, missing assignment? What are you missing? Can you turn it in? Can you not 

turn it in? Can you raise this up? Can you go on after school? Can you, you know, what can you 

do? 

Especially during my senior year, literally every single family member has helped me. 

But throughout all of the years, the family has helped me. My parents instilled in me, you know 

you can do your best, so do your best! You have no limits. They raised me to just do the best I 

can and I've done that ever since. I won't settle for less. I'm proud of myself at the end of the day, 

knowing that I did my best. Then I don't care, if I did my best and know that I couldn't change 

anything, then I'm happy with myself. 

Personal Drive and Good Character 

Man… Like you can date it back to all the way to elementary. I'm always striving to do 

my best and to be my best. I mean, it's important to me. I feel like what I do now impacts what I 

do will do then (future). So, I want to make sure what I do now is going to positively impact my 

future. I had good teachers, my family again, but [I attribute my success in school mostly to] my 

character. I feel like everybody can tell you, hey, do good, do this, do that, make sure you get 

these grades, but if it's not in you, then it doesn't matter. But if it's in you, then that's really all 

that matters. 

I'm happy [when I do well in school]. Every time it's just like all that hard work all 
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wrapped up into one grade, it solidifies it. And even though a grade doesn't matter, it's just 

knowing that you've wrapped up a whole bunch of assignments and projects and essays, and just 

succeeding in that. It's just because you put your time and your effort and you stay up really late 

and sometimes, it gets hard. And to just know that when you wrap it up finally at the end of the 

semester, and it's just like, I did this! 

School Experiences 

I loved my time at Mindset MS because the friends that I made there are still friends with 

me now. Middle school time is just different times. You know, your friends stick with you through 

high school and it is just fun. But also the classes I took in middle school projected me into my 

path in high school. 

High school played a role in my academic journey because that's where I took my first 

AP courses. That's where my whole college trajectory started. That's not the only thing, but 

getting those credits and it all happened really, really fast. It got intense. I was good at one thing 

and that was school. So, I mean, people have their gifts and my gifts are in school. I don't like 

sports, period. I'm not athletic person. I wasn't music. I wasn't art. I do wish I could draw 

though. I wish I could draw and paint. I just think that's really cool. 

When I do good at school, I'll get my certificates. I've been to a ceremony for Spanish 

Honor Society and Honor Society. But they'll just give you a piece of paper and a pin and then... 

see you later. Like, bye. That’s it. It's like, okay, we'll hand out these pins to a hundred kids and 

then we're done. That's as far as it goes. 

I think [my greatest challenge], it was my junior year where [my class schedule] really 

started to hit me. I had told my mom I think throughout the year, for sure at the end of the year, 

like, I dunno why I did that to myself. I took it because I wanted to push myself. I'm like, I can 
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handle anything. I can handle everything. And that year, it was like, you need to take a break. 

Like, it's okay to not do all of these classes at one time and like slow down. And, even though, I 

still got thru those days and through that year, never again! That was hard. 

School Relationships Matter 

Ms. L for sure [stands out as important in my academic journey]. She teaches fifth grade 

at Optimistic Elementary. She’s one of my favorite teachers I've ever had. I actually interned 

with her for a year. I would visit her in the office when I was in sixth grade and then I interned 

for her my sophomore year for my Teaching as a Career class. I was with her whole class for a 

year, and it was just so cool. She's very, very welcoming. Very, very, very nice. I still have a 

close relationship with her. She taught me how to drive one time. 

I think it was more tightknit for sure in elementary and middle school. In high school, it's 

like the teachers have to remember so many names. They say, we got to remember like 100 - 200 

kids a day. I mean, they remember you, they know your name, you go into their classroom every 

day, but it's just not as...well, it's high school. It's not as tightknit [as elementary or middle 

school]). My AVID teacher [was the only teacher I was close to in high school] because I was 

with him for four years.  

When I would eat lunch in the lunchroom. Literally, those were some of the most fun 

people in there. Those people would really care about you. And they would go up to me and my 

friends table almost every single day and just talk with us. Those are awesome people. The 

funniest people. And then my AVID teacher. I didn't really interact with a lot of other people, 

because I never got in trouble, so I never really went to the principals. 

AVID Elective Experiences  

My mom talked to me about AVID first. I think it was in fifth grade. And she basically 
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told me what it was about and what they do. And I just thought to myself, this is going to be a 

jumpstart. I guess I'm always wondering, what's going to jumpstart me...And then… boom, boom, 

boom after that. AVID helped me jumpstart myself.  

In AVID, they always encourage you to go higher and to challenge yourself. I just don't 

remember a time [when teachers had high expectations for me at school], besides my AVID 

teachers. Being in AVID in middle school was fun. We worked, but my teacher made it fun for us, 

and that's why I chose to do AVID again in high school, because I wanted that, I wanted those 

experiences again. I liked having the same teacher for four years [in high school] and that same 

cohort of students. It helped having those relationships for four years. It was just unique. It was 

like, nobody, other than other AVID kids, experienced it. We would get to have parties and, you 

know, just get comfortable with that group of people. And it was just nice. Other students in my 

AVID class also took advanced classes. There were a lot of bio-med kids [in AVID]. It was just 

nice because you had other classmates that were like, struggling. It was like, oh, you need help 

with pre-calc... I know how to do that. Or I need help with some history. I don't get this. Oh, that 

person knows that. Okay! Let's work together. Let's help each other. That was for sure helpful. 

The tutorial process [in AVID] also helped with tough classes. But sometimes I wish I 

could just show up in the group with my question. Just one question. I have one quick question; 

can we just work on problems? I know the other stuff's mandatory. The only helpful things were 

the pre-work and the POC (point of confusion), figuring out what's your real question. 

In AVID, a lot of people were very bold. Very, very bold. I think you, in respectful ways, 

you can express collectively as a class, can we change this? Can we do this? And then with also 

people voting on who they want to represent their class. Our voices do matter. For sure. 
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Accessing AP 

I knew I could be a candidate for AP because of the Honors classes, because, you know, I 

felt that if I, if I was successful in those, then I could be successful in the AP courses. I think 

everybody can access AP courses. Ms. V. [the counselor] helps you with your schedule. Every 

year in February, they go in and they give you the booklet. I remember the lady was explaining 

to us like, this is Honors, this is what you're going to do in Honors, and this is what you're going 

to do in AP. That was really helpful. And then it was just getting the schedule together and then 

you were in the AP class.  

I think the first time [something stands out to me as important for accessing AP] was 

probably when I got my Private University [ID] card. I was like, now it's like set in stone. I think 

that was really like, wow! Like, I'm really here, I’m doing this!! 

Concurrent Credit is Priority Over AP Exam 

My AP teachers, they would talk about the benefits of both, the benefits of taking 

concurrent credit and then the benefits of taking the AP exam. The teachers were like, okay, you 

have the option to do concurrent credit, or you have the option to do the AP exam. For me 

personally, it was more beneficial to go with the college credit. I got college credit from all my 

AP classes through Private University. They would come by every year, same time for the fall 

and the springtime. And they would sit you down and they would give you all the information you 

needed. How to set up an account, how to access this and that. I chose to do the Private 

University credit because I'm not really...well exams, I never... I don't like tests. I just don't like 

tests.  

Normally a lot of people take the concurrent credit. Especially in my AVID class because 

a lot of us were taking AP courses. It was a lot of talk with our AVID teacher, a lot of talk with 
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each other about the concurrent credit. A lot of us took concurrent credit. Then at semesters we 

would just take our finals and that was it. I know we all struggled [passing AP during COVID] 

that's for sure. I don't know who would want to pay for the concurrent credit and then do the 

exam. But I think it was either, or I think it was like you either do concurrent credit or you do the 

AP exam. 

COVID and Remote Learning 

Talking back and forth with teachers, especially during COVID times, that was really 

hard. Classes and just the communicating back and forth, I really struggled with it. [When 

schools shut down] we did a lot of Google classroom. I took Financial Lit my junior year. He 

basically said that we were done when we came back [to school remotely] in April. And yeah, so 

financial lit was out (over). Then I was stuck working on assignments for AP U S History. And I 

had like two assignments to knock out for that one class, I was good with that one. And then I 

knocked out my assignments for physics. I was at an 87% and then got bumped up to an 89% and 

then he just rounded it up to a 90%. And then it was pre-calc… Oh no, it was trig, not pre-calc. 

Trig was online, and this was my teacher's last year of teaching. So yeah, it was hard. It was a 

lot of like, [hello], can you help me with this? You know, messaging back and forth and waiting. 

Some teachers kind of shut down. They were just trying to get through the year.  

My AVID teacher, I know pre COVID times, when we were in the classroom, he would do 

grade checks and he would print out our progress reports and, you know, you need to get this 

signed. Make sure your parents saw it. But I feel like the focus really shifted. And what also 

bummed me out, it was crazy because my junior year [when schools got shut down] I was the 

head of my AVID classroom that year. People voted and for that year, I got chosen to be the 

head of the classroom with another person. It was funny because that year, when we would go 
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into meetings with the people for the freshmen, sophomore, junior and senior AVID classes, the 

senior people would talk about how their teacher is just now talking about scholarships and 

they're still not talking about some and how they’re missing out. And I was just like, that sucks! 

Fast forward [to my senior year], same exact place, same exact! I was like, man, that really 

sucks [for them] and then I get to this place, schools were still shut down and we didn't dive into 

it until August, I mean, September. We did start talking about scholarships, in March of my 

junior year. And then we never talked about it again until senior year because of COVID. Senior 

year there were days we had scholarship application time and it was silent for an hour and we 

would come back five minutes before class ended. He gave us like a website to go to and just 

scroll. And we just scrolled and scrolled, and it was like we were just left on our own. I mean 

he's a good teacher. But we were just on computers, you know, for maybe three class periods just 

scrolling and I didn't find one (scholarship). 

Especially during senior year, it was more of like you're on your own, basically. I had 

five classes. I had AVID, advocacy, teacher assistant, and then I had AP Lit, with one of the 

funniest teachers I've ever had! AP lit - coolest person ever. My AP lit teacher and my audio-

visual teacher, both, well all of the teachers I had were super, super nice, but my audio-visual 

and my AP lit teachers, they were really super, super nice, super caring and understanding. Like, 

if you can't turn this in on time, or you're at home, you know, me and my other siblings, you 

know, all of us here had to take care of a three-year-old sister. So it was like, man, sometimes I 

can't be there all the time, but [those teachers were] super, really, really understanding really, 

and really nice. 

My English teacher would always talk throughout the class. She would share stories and 

just very helpful with the assignments. She would ask multiple times throughout the class, how's 
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everybody doing? Same with my audio-visual teacher. He would check in on us - any questions? 

You can email me. You can put it in the chat. And then with my AVID teacher, there were days 

when we would do team builders and it was just fun.  

Early Graduation: Learning to Drive 

My proudest moment in high school is graduating early! I wasn’t planning on graduating 

early before COVID. It was back in August [of this school year] that my mom was like, your 

schedule for second semester doesn't say you have math on there, which I was planning to take. 

And I just thought about it and I was like, I'm gonna go for one class?!? I'm gonna go for 

math?!? I felt within me that I needed to take a break. I need to learn how to drive. I need to get 

my driver's license. I want to start working. I personally, I just couldn't. There's no way I could 

handle school and then coming back, taking care of our younger siblings, and then working. 

Then some [of my siblings] would have sports and some would leave. And then sometimes it 

would just be you and them. So, I was just like, I’m taking it off. I deserve it, I think I deserve it!  

Man, I cannot, I just can't drive. I dunno why, but I just can't. It's just harder for me. My 

brother who's two years younger than me, It was like, let him go. It's within distance, if it's not 

too far, it’s like five minutes away, he'll go pick up my sister from school. It's just like, he got it 

so much more quickly than I did. I guess he didn't really practice. There was no practice and he 

just got it immediately. And for me, it was like, I am practicing in the parking lots. And right 

now, we're driving on the street. It is hard. It's just hard for me. I don't know why, but it's been 

hard for me to learn how to drive. I was pushing, especially my junior year. I was like, let's go 

drive. Like I want to go drive. And it was like, there was just no time. There was no time. So, I 

decided, I'm taking that six months off and I'm learning how to drive. I'm going to get my license 

and I'm going to get a job. 
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Future Orientation 

Anna plans to attend Urban University in the fall, where she has accepted nearly $10,000 

in scholarships, including Honors College Merit Scholarship, Sedgwick County Access Grant, 

and the Incoming Freshman Scholarship.  

I actually changed [my career interest] from a teacher and I want to go into real estate. I 

emailed to sit down to really talk [with an advisor]. I feel like I don't really know anything right 

now and it's just emails. So my next steps are to sit down to talk [with an advisor] about my 

schedule and talk about what I want to do. I'm still not sure. But, for sure, I'm getting a college 

degree! 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion of Themes, Conclusions, and Implications  

This chapter includes the discussion of themes, conclusions, and implications of this 

study about the lived experiences of four underrepresented students who have accessed college 

readiness through AP participation in a Midwestern urban school district. The study presents the 

personal stories of underrepresented students by highlighting their perspectives on what risk 

factors they have overcome and the factors they believe contributed to their access to AP and 

overall academic success. The students provided rich data on their perspectives of how they have 

successfully accessed college readiness through AP participation in high school. Narrative 

inquiry allowed me to explore students thinking beyond external behaviors and create meaning 

from their school experiences. Each story expressed emotions, events, and interpretations unique 

to students' individual lived experiences (Chase, 2018). 

Discussion of Themes Across the Narratives 

To showcase the voices of traditionally underrepresented students who have accessed 

college readiness through AP participation in high school, this study was guided by three 

research questions: 

1. How do underrepresented students who access college readiness through AP describe 

their experiences with that program? 

2. How do underrepresented students in AP programs describe school protective factors? 

3. How do underrepresented students who access college readiness through AP describe 

their school experiences with risk and adversity? 
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Benard's (1991, 2004) theoretical framework of academic resilience provided a lens to 

analyze and interpret each student's academic journey and help me understand the factors they 

believe contributed to their access to AP and overall academic success, demonstrating academic 

resilience. Using this strengths-based theoretical framework to explore successful 

underrepresented students' experiences contributes to a shift in the previously deficit-focused 

research regarding this group of students. Underrepresented students often experience multiple 

risk factors, creating barriers to a successful transition from high school to college. 

Several themes emerged during the data analysis that provided insight into the narratives 

of the four underrepresented students. Overall, the students in this study experienced caring 

relationships and high expectations within their home and school environments. Specifically, 

high expectations at home starting at an early age, combined with caring relationships at school, 

played a crucial role in meeting students' developmental needs and influencing students' high 

sense of purpose and autonomy. The students exhibited a strong belief in themselves and their 

future orientation. The students were intrinsically motivated and driven to succeed in school. 

Although research often identifies the demographic profile of the study participants as "at-risk," 

none of the students experienced risk factors that one would expect for students who on paper 

would be considered at risk. Overall, experiences with risk and adversity in school did not play a 

significant role in these students' lives. The primary themes from comparing the narratives of 

students' experiences include 1) high expectations at home; 2) relationships at school; 3) 

expectations at school; 4) opportunities for engagement in school; and 5) perspective of self. 

Themes will be discussed below and include a summary of the theoretical framework element 

supporting the findings.  
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High Expectations at Home 

The first theme describes how each participant's family placed a strong emphasis on 

education. Students internalized their families' priorities by placing value on their educations and 

adopting behaviors and traits that reflected an emphasis on education, such as strong work ethics 

and determination to succeed. Families also held high educational expectations for their children, 

and they expected their children to attend college. 

This theme is consistent with previous research that found high expectations in families 

can provide the guidance that contributes to a youth's safety, can communicate an attitude of 

believing in self-worth and competence, and can be the catalyst for helping youth find their 

strengths. Parents and other family members' high expectations for their child's school success 

have remained a consistent predictor of positive health and academic outcomes for youth over 

the years, and increasingly so for children in minority families (Boonk et al., 2018; Thompson et 

al., 1997). The Add Health study found that high parental expectations for their child's school 

achievement were protective against children's emotional stress (Resnick et al., 1997). One 

component of high expectation is a positive belief that their children will be successful, that they 

have "what it takes." According to Brooks and Goldstein (2001), "When parents convey 

expectations in an accepting, loving, supportive manner, children are often motivated to exceed 

those expectations" (p. 134). 

All four students grew up in two parent households and considered their parents to be 

hardworking and a significant influence on their academic success. They told of growing up in 

families that had little experience with postsecondary education. Most students' parents never 

attended college, and some did not finish high school. For all students, the emphasis families 

placed on education included high expectations for achievement throughout their academic 
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journey and into the future. Often, students recounted being expected to attend college for as far 

back as they can remember, despite their families' lack of college experience. In all situations, 

the emphasis families placed on the importance of education was a critical factor in students' 

success throughout their academic journey. Several students shared examples of their motivation 

to succeed in school being influenced by growing up in homes with one or more parents who 

were immigrants or who worked long hours in low-paying jobs.  

Parents prioritizing education through high expectations at home was something all 

students shared. Families' high expectations for students' educational attainment served as both 

encouragement and motivation. Parents wanted their children to have more and better 

opportunities in life and believed education was the key. Often cultivating independence and 

autonomy, families' expectations for students' success were central components of students' 

experiences navigating their academic journeys. In addition to parents, several students shared 

how siblings and extended family members influenced their academic journey. Jonathan 

expressed how his relationship with his cousins provided information to access school 

opportunities, such as IB. Serena described a competitively motivating relationship with her 

older brother that contributed to influencing her to excel beyond his success. Skylar shared how 

her older siblings often parented her, consistently checking in on her school progress and 

reminding her of her potential.   

Relationships at School 

The second theme describes how each student experienced relationships at school. 

Relationships at school emerged as significantly crucial in supporting access to opportunities and 

academic success throughout school. School staff made lasting impacts as students progressed 

through their academic journeys. Students shared experiences revealing they learn more 
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willingly from teachers they trust and respect and places where they receive trust and respect. All 

four students reported having at least one adult at their school (e.g., teachers, counselors, 

coaches, administrators) who cared about them, knew them well, and wanted them to succeed in 

school. These supportive school-based relationships were characterized by concern, openness, 

and understanding, thus contributing to students' academic engagement and school performance. 

This theme is consistent with studies that found relationships at school have the power to 

tip the scale from risk to resilience. Throughout research, students talk about teachers who listen, 

notice when they are absent, and seem interested in them. All four students recounted 

experiences with teachers who listened, noticed when they are absent, and seemed interested in 

them. Skylar shared experiences with teachers recognizing when she was absent from school or 

withdrawn from class. Skylar also shared how some teachers supported and believed in her 

through her mental health “rut” in high school, noticing when she was withdrawn, providing her 

grace with school work. These experiences helped her to get back on track. Serena shared being 

close with teachers and coaches at school. Serena also shared how administrators create caring 

environments by coming into their classes, checking in, and knowing students by name. Anna 

described the positive influence of an elementary teacher in her life. Anna also shared the 

importance of her relationship with the lunchroom support staff and how they often checked in 

with her and believed they genuinely cared about her. Jonathan reported knowing teachers care 

about him by providing constructive feedback on his work, wanting him to improve, and 

providing opportunities for him. Finally, students understood the importance of establishing and 

building relationships by seeking teachers for support. While previous studies have pointed to 

this trend, attention is rarely tribute to student resilience and ability to adapt as a critical factor 

influencing their decisions to reach out and establish these relationships in the first place. 
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Resilience research demonstrates that relationships are the key to preventing health-risk 

behaviors and successfully engaging students' intrinsic motivation to learn (Corwin & Tierney, 

2007; Resnick et al., 1997).  

Expectations at School 

The third theme describes how each student experienced expectations at school. Research 

on successful schools and programs has demonstrated that high expectations, with support, are a 

critical factor in decreasing the number of students who drop out of school and increasing the 

number of students who go to college (Greenberg et al., 2017; Mehan et al., 1994; Meier, 1995). 

According to a historical review of teacher expectations, "Across multiple studies, teachers 

appear to provide those students for whom they hold high expectations more opportunities to 

learn, and under more positive conditions, than for students for whom they hold low 

expectations" (Weinstein, 2002, p. 51). Despite their risk factors, all four students got invited 

into the top tier. 

 This theme is consistent with previous research emphasizing the importance of teacher 

expectations in creating an environment supporting underrepresented students in their academic 

preparation for college (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2014). All four students were able to identify at 

least one adult in their school who contributed to their academic success through identifying their 

strengths, setting high yet realistic expectations, or helping students make educational and career 

decisions. Students described teachers encouraging them through high expectations and pushing 

them further than they would have gone on their own. 

Students also talked about their experiences in schools where the expectations were not 

high. Skylar and Serena both talked about some teachers not believing in their academic 

potential. Skylar shared her experiences with expectations at two different high schools. At 
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Wisdom HS she shared that teachers did not care about her or hold her to high expectations, and 

she believed that to be a contributing factor to her mental health problems during her freshman 

year. Skylar shared, "if you got a brain, you're doing good [and teachers didn't push you]. You're 

set. Literally, I would like fall asleep in class and they wouldn't even wake me." Serena shared 

during high school, teachers did not always expect her to perform well and how they often felt 

surprised when she did well. She contributed this to the stereotype of her being an athlete. 

All four students talked about how the AP, IB, and Honors classes were different from 

the "regular" classes, almost describing a two-tier educational system. Jonathan's comments were 

particularly insightful, but the others noticed this as well. All the students recounted their AP 

experiences as being taught by caring teachers who built relationships with them, pushed them to 

excel, and held high expectations. Jonathan described the difference between IB and the 

"regular" classes as two different schools within one location. Jonathan indicated the regular 

classes did not emphasize high academic standards or push students to excel beyond their limits. 

Jonathan describes "regular" classes with teachers who care less, hold lower expectations, have 

less experience, and are less qualified. In comparison, Jonathan described the IB environment as 

it fostering learning and the best environment to learn. He described IB and AP teachers as 

having higher expectations and caring more about school success.    

Opportunities for Engagement in School 

 The fourth theme describes how students experienced opportunities for engagement in 

school. This is a natural by-product of relationships based on care and high expectations. All 

students had relationships with various mentors, teachers, counselors, administrators, coaches, 

and peers throughout their academic journey who provided social support and resources that 

fostered students' success. Similarly, students engaged with specific programs and opportunities 
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to increase their motivation, shape their educational and future aspirations, and provide 

information that facilitated their access to college readiness experiences, such as AP, IB, AVID, 

performing arts, and extracurricular activities. These opportunities supported developing the 

attitudes and competencies characteristic of healthy development and successful learning; social 

competence, problem-solving, autonomy, and a sense of self and future. Research has found that 

students who experience autonomy-supportive school environments are more likely to be 

curious, mastery-oriented, problem solvers, intrinsically motivated, and have a higher sense of 

self-efficacy (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 1995). 

Perspective of Self 

The final two themes emphasize the importance of students' development of internal 

protective factors throughout their lives that contributed in meaningful ways to their academic 

success. Students' academic journeys highlighted how they learned traits that supported their 

success. These included a strong work ethic and focus on education, determination to succeed 

and self-efficacy, a love of learning and a sense of curiosity, proactive and seeking help, wanting 

to prove their abilities to others and maintaining optimism and positivity. These strengths do not 

cause resilience but are the positive developmental outcomes demonstrating that this intrinsic 

capacity is engaged. Students consistently drew on these traits as strengths to manage through 

adversity and achieve success despite difficulties. These personal strengths (internal protective 

factors) are what resilience looks like. These resilience strengths are most suitably seen as 

developmental possibilities that can be engaged in all individuals by delivering support and 

opportunities within students' environments. The following section elaborates on traits that 

emerged from students' stories, including demonstrating the internal protective factors of 

autonomy and sense of purpose. 
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Autonomy 

Deci and Ryan’s (2000) research on self-determination theory has documented autonomy 

as the critical personal strength underlying other strengths and intrinsic motivation. They state 

that "feelings of competence will not enhance intrinsic motivation unless accompanied by a 

sense of autonomy." (p. 70). All four students attributed part of their academic success to their 

intrinsic motivation. Students shared stories highlighting how their personal drive inspired their 

success from elementary through high school. Jonathan shared how negative experiences in 

middle school helped prepared him for dealing with difficult situations in high school, including 

remote learning. Skylar attributed her success in school to herself, while recognizing her mother 

as the most influential person in developing her personal drive and ambition to succeed in 

school. Serena also credited herself for her success in school, including her ability to stay 

focused on school first; she took pride in receiving a 4.0 grade point average in school. Serena 

shared an elementary school experience when she received a B in PE and how that experience 

devastated her and had since been the driving force for her academic success throughout middle 

and high school. Anna shared always knowing she was good at one thing, school. Anna 

expressed knowing the importance of doing well in school and the positive impact it could have 

on her future. She attributed relationships at home and school as important to her success, but 

ultimately believed her success came from within herself.  

Bandura's (1995) research on self-efficacy has documented that it is the belief in one's 

power that determines personal life outcomes, no matter whether one has power (1995, 1997). 

According to Bandura (1995), self-efficacy is a person's belief in their ability to succeed in 

specific situations. It is a strong predictor of achievement. Self-efficacy is a personal judgment 

about one's ability to perform a task. As a result, self-efficacy beliefs determine the level of 
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accomplishments a person can attain. When a person experiences success, it will strengthen their 

confidence and increases their self-efficacy. Self-efficacy was an essential indicator of the 

students' high academic confidence and achievement. The level of self-efficacy observed in all 

four students in this study was high. The students had a strong belief within themselves and their 

academic abilities.  

In the school context, students with a high sense of self-efficacy tend to perform well. 

Merriman (2012) asserts academic self-efficacy refers to a student's perception of their ability to 

engage and complete tasks. The findings reveal self-efficacy influenced students' behavior, 

motivation, and academic productivity. All four students participated in Honors or advanced 

courses that offered academic enrichment and college readiness development beginning in 

middle school, setting them on a trajectory to participate in advanced courses, including AP, in 

high school. Each student attributed knowing they would be successful in AP courses because of 

their Honors and advanced classes in middle school. Jonathan shared, knowing he would be a 

candidate for AP while in middle school because of his already proven success in Honors 

courses. Jonathan also shared that AP courses were his backup plan in high school if he had not 

gotten into IB. Skylar also believed the Honors courses she completed in middle school set her 

up to succeed in advanced courses in high school. Skylar shared knowing she would be bored in 

school if she was not taking advanced courses. Serena also described taking a lot of Honors 

classes in middle school and the positive impact on her advanced course selection opportunities 

while in high school.  

Sense of Purpose and Bright Future 

Having a sense of purpose is the deep belief that one's life has meaning and has a place in 

the universe. Goal direction, achievement motivation, and educational aspirations are all future-
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oriented resilience strengths attributed in the literature to students who succeed in school even in 

the face of multiple risks and challenges (Ansong et al., 2019; Masten, 1994; Watt et al., 1995; 

Wigfield et al., 2007). An optimistic future focus has consistently been identified with academic 

success, positive self-identity, and fewer health-risk behaviors (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; 

Wyman et al., 1993). The students in this study demonstrate a strong academic vision, aspired to 

obtain a college education after high school, and pursue a meaningful career. The students 

believed that thriving in school is key to their future success.  

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to showcase the voices of traditionally underrepresented 

students who have accessed college readiness through AP participation in high school. This 

study's stories support what other studies say about the benefits of participating in AP and 

addressing gaps in college readiness opportunities for traditionally underrepresented students. 

The student’s presence and success in accessing AP programs highlight their often-overlooked 

strengths and support systems. It is suggested that educators pay attention to what was revealed 

from the narratives of this study and begin building on them: 1) underrepresented students can 

access and succeed in AP program; 2) access and opportunity gaps exist for students in AP 

participation; 3) relationships with teachers matter; 4) students exhibited the ability to adapt; and 

5) students demonstrated academic resilience through COVID-19 pandemic. By highlighting 

students' experiences and academic success stories in this study, underrepresented students in 

other urban school districts may experience similar academic opportunities.  

Underrepresented Students Can Access and Succeed in AP Programs 

Students understood the benefits of participating in AP courses while in high school once 

they learned about them. All four students attributed participation in Honors and advanced 
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courses beginning in middle school to setting them on a path to access and succeed in AP 

programs in high school. The findings in this study support Hallett and Venegas's (2011) 

research that found underrepresented students will participate in AP courses when they have the 

opportunity. AP is beneficial for all students. All four students in the study had families 

encouraging them to succeed. However, their families did not all experience academic success 

themselves; nonetheless, they created environments at home with high regard for education. The 

students in this study each had someone motivating and encouraging them who knew them 

personally and knew the benefits participating in AP could offer.  

Access and Opportunity Gaps Exist for Students in AP Participation  

All students in the study understood their school to have an open access policy for AP 

participation and that any student interested in taking AP has the option to self-select any AP 

course during enrollment. However, students also shared that accessing AP directly from Honors 

or advanced courses was much more straightforward. Structural barriers could exist for students 

who do not have close relationships with teachers or have not previously been involved in 

Honors or advanced courses in middle school. Students not set on an advanced academic path in 

middle school may lack the necessary information about the importance of AP programs and 

enrolling in them.  

 During middle school, students undergo huge changes academically, developmentally, 

and socially. It is during these years when, in particular, underserved students shift their lives 

toward going to college or away from it (Cutler, 2010). If students come to high school without 

the knowledge and skills they need to succeed in rigorous courses, their chances of succeeding in 

them in high school and being prepared for college are at risk. Students believed the rigor of the 

advanced coursework and the high expectations from teachers and other school staff early in 
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their education would be a benefit to ensure college readiness and ease their transition to college.  

The middle school years should be seen as the primer for college readiness.  

Programs such as AVID provide families with information regarding what opportunities 

are available for students. AVID programs can help remove barriers for underrepresented 

students accessing AP courses by closing the information gap and providing families with the 

resources and information necessary for enrollment in such courses. Students enrolled in AVID 

agree to challenge themselves to obtain college credits through AP, concurrent enrollment, and 

dual credit while in high school. Increased participation in AP courses, particularly among 

African Americans and Hispanics, has been found in AVID schools (Huerta & Watt, 2015). In 

addition to providing access to rigorous courses, AVID supports students by strengthening 

academic and social skills to prepare them for college. These skills are fostered through the 

support structures of the AVID elective and tutoring. AVID students are typically recommended 

for the program by their teachers or their parents. Usually, these students are then asked to 

interview with the school’s AVID coordinator and teachers to ensure a good fit and that the 

students are interested in and committed to the program’s mission and purpose. While students 

can technically enter the program at any grade level, it is most beneficial to become involved in 

middle school.  

Relationships with Teachers Matter 

 Academic success can be enhanced if students perceive their school environment to have 

a caring relationship, high expectations, and meaningful opportunities for participation. Students 

spoke of the importance of building relationships with their teachers. These relationships served 

as academic and personal supports that helped them persevere. Some noted that in “regular” 

classes, they do not form such close relationships with teachers. Students described teachers who 
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went out of their way to support students. Existing research inclines us to treat those 

relationships as isolated from a more extensive process of adaptation when academic resilience 

directs us to understand strong relationships as a social asset that moderates students’ 

trajectories. The students in this study credit their teachers and the counselors for supporting and 

guiding them through their course selection decisions and enrollment in AP courses. Students 

shared how relationships at school influenced their academic success, having at least one 

encouraging relationship with someone at school. Students’ stories revealed when they feel a 

connection to their teachers and have positive working relationships with them, they innately 

want to succeed in those teachers' classes. This aligns with Siegle et al.’s (2014) research that 

found students were motivated to succeed by teachers whom they knew genuinely cared for them 

and wanted to see them succeed. Students indicated their teachers and counselors helped them 

access AP courses, as well as other classes. Students also credit relationships they developed 

through participation in other programs or extracurricular activities as necessary in their 

academic journey and connectedness at school. This finding is consistent with that of Roorda et 

al. (2017) that found student engagement and achievement are directly related to positive 

student-teacher relationships.  

Students Exhibited Resilience through their Ability to Adapt 

Resilience is a process of adapting to external challenges. The construct of resilience is 

dynamic and unfolds over time (Kalisch et al., 2019). The study's findings reveal that the 

understanding of resilience described throughout the study needs to be further expanded. The 

students learned and continually adapted as they progressed through school, and they were 

conscious of how their lives had changed because they had adopted strategies to adapt when 

faced with adversity. The students described responding to the challenges they faced by drawing 
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upon their assets and those available to them in the school environment (e.g., teacher 

relationships) and their families to adapt their behaviors and attitudes. Several students referred 

to personal challenges that may have had the potential to derail their efforts to excel in school. 

Students were determined to overcome challenges, such as mental health and being denied 

admission to programs. Where other students might have given up, the students in the study 

exhibited resilience in the face of adversity. The students were not passive recipients of their 

education; instead, they were agents of their academic success. 

Students Demonstrated Academic Resilience through COVID-19 Pandemic  

All students experienced personal challenges working remotely when physical school 

buildings closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Students’ challenges spanned across 

environmental, mental health, lack of engagement, disconnection from teachers and peers, 

difficulty communicating with teachers, and teacher disengagement. All narratives attest to 

brick-and-mortar schools' power and the importance of having personal interaction with teachers 

and other human beings.  

Although each student shared personal and emotional challenges, all students displayed 

academic resilience by successfully navigating the COVID-19 pandemic and school closings 

uncertainties. All students demonstrated positive student behaviors, using past experiences to 

ensure positive outcomes. Consequently, none of the students suffered decreased attendance 

rates, lower grades, or increased behavior challenges (Freiberg et al., 1995; Gordon & Wang, 

1994). One student graduated an entire semester early, and the remaining students were 

scheduled to graduate on time from high school, all with honors.   
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Implications  

These underrepresented students' presence and success in AP courses highlight their 

often-overlooked strengths, resources, and support systems. Capturing the personal stories of 

students who were successful in AP courses and learning directly from them what influenced 

their academic success can help school personnel better understand what mitigates risk factors 

and how students positively respond to setbacks and overcome educational barriers. To increase 

underrepresented students' AP participation, it is necessary to understand better the factors that 

operate in those students' daily lives who beat the odds and how they overcame adversity to 

access and complete AP courses and exams or receive AP college credit through concurrent 

enrollment in high school.  

Decrease Opportunity Gaps by Increasing Access to AP 

Schools should acknowledge the disparity in participation of underrepresented students in 

AP courses or other college preparatory programs and implement strategies to help bridge the 

opportunity gap (Kerr, 2014). Exposure to AP is a significant predictor of a students' college 

readiness and success (James et al., 2017). Chapman et al. (2014) found many factors 

contributing to decreased participation of underrepresented students in AP courses. Those factors 

included: course availability, lack of involvement in extracurricular activities, academic tracking, 

and an overall connectedness to school. Additionally, school officials are often unaware of or do 

not understand cultural implications affecting student performance and their AP course 

involvement (Abbott‐Chapman et al., 2014). To mitigate these factors, schools should seek 

strategies to engage and encourage underrepresented students to participate in AP courses. 

Open Enrollment  

One strategy to encourage underrepresented students to participate in AP courses is to 
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implement an open enrollment policy for AP courses. An open enrollment policy allows students 

to enroll in AP courses based on their interests and goals. An open enrollment policy lessens 

teachers and staff's ability to implement arbitrary barriers for students based on their own biases, 

experiences, or other criterion-based systems (Bernhardt, 2014). Schools must review data to 

develop a strategic plan to identify, recruit, and educate students and parents on the benefits of 

participating in AP courses. Additionally, schools must address the academic division and 

opportunity gaps that exist within a two-tiered education system where opportunities exist for 

only the elite achievers. This strategic plan allows school staff to build a comprehensive profile 

of students who are not taking advantage of the AP curricula and subsequently develop structures 

and supports to encourage underrepresented students to participate in AP courses.  

AP Student Potential Report 

The identification, engagement, education, and support of underrepresented students who 

are not participating in AP programs is an essential process for schools to undertake. Schools are 

the agents to help students access more social capital, leading to more underrepresented students 

engaging in rigorous curricula. One data point for schools to consider in concert with open 

enrollment is the AP Potential Report based on the PSAT test. The AP Potential Report helps 

identify students who have the potential to excel in the AP curricula but have not taken 

advantage of the opportunity to participate in the AP curricula. The use of the AP Potential 

Report coupled with student interests and academic planning provides the platform for students 

new to the AP curricula to focus on an area of strength.  

Remove the Information Gap 

A third layer to the open enrollment policy is the educational component for students and 

parents to be better informed about AP opportunities and benefits. Lack of information has 
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contributed to underrepresented students’ lack of opportunity (Taliaferro & DeCuir-Gunby, 

2008). Often, traditionally underrepresented students and their parents do not have the social 

capital or network and have not been exposed to AP's benefits. Therefore, they are not aware of 

students' opportunities to participate in the courses, the benefits of college readiness, and their 

potential to earn college credit.   

Provide Supports for Student Success  

However, it is vital that when identifying and engaging more students for AP, the 

curricula's fidelity and rigor remain at the College Board's expected levels. One strategy to 

support students and staff in maintaining high rigor levels is implementing a well-developed 

systemic program such as Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID). The AVID 

program identifies traditionally underrepresented students and supports them through study 

skills, organization skills, and teaching critical reading and writing skills through an AVID 

elective class (Bernhardt, 2013). Additionally, the AVID program aids schools in creating a 

college-going culture by expanding the study skills, organization skills, and critical reading and 

writing skills to all classes throughout the campus. Through AVID, teachers are trained on 

critical reading and writing skills to increase the rigor in all classes, providing students with a 

high level of instruction in each class. 

Students new to AP often struggle and find the curricula challenging to navigate. With a 

growing population of diverse AP learners, teachers need the skills and strategies to differentiate 

and scaffold some students' curricula. Therefore, schools must provide teachers training to 

differentiate the learning and scaffold the learning experiences for students. Schools must 

prioritize funding to train teachers in meeting the needs of diverse learners in AP courses. 
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However, for students to reap the benefits of exposure to the AP curricula, the rigor must remain 

high.  

Develop a College-Going Culture 

Perhaps the most powerful element of a plan to increase and improve AP participation is 

to build a college-going culture with rigorous opportunities for all students (Welton & Williams, 

2015). A college-going culture establishes the tone on a campus of high expectations and 

supports college and career readiness for all students, not just the highest performing. Schools 

that establish a college-going culture increase the awareness of options available to students after 

graduation (Conley, 2010). When schools create a college-going culture, they provide the 

platform to educate students on the various options available to them after high school. Ensuring 

students leave high school prepared for college also ensures students leave high school prepared 

for career and life if they choose not to enroll in college (Conley, 2010; Redford & Mulvaney 

Hoyer, 2017).   

The college-going culture must not stop with students. Parents must be involved in 

conversations around the needs of their children related to their postsecondary goals. As 

mentioned above, parents of traditionally underrepresented students often do not have the 

information or education about the benefits of engaging in the AP curricula (Carey, 2018). The 

same parents often do not understand or have the social capital to help their children navigate the 

educational systems (Johnstonbaugh, 2018). Providing parents with information and supports 

about academic choices and programs will help create a partnership with the parents and the 

school to understand better and access their school options (Carey, 2018; Hamilton et al., 2018).   
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Improve District System Alignment 

Curriculum planning and vertical alignment through work in professional learning 

communities are vital in creating the atmosphere of high expectations and teacher support 

required to build a college-going culture. This process should extend beyond the high school to 

include elementary and middle school curricula and programming (Martinez & Everman, 2017). 

Identifying students in elementary school who can navigate rigorous curricula allows students to 

build critical thinking skills from a young age. Those critical thinking skills provide students 

with the tools necessary to matriculate through rigorous curricula throughout their academic 

journey. Elementary schools must also consider programs to expose students to rigorous 

curricula and critical thinking (Cargas et al., 2017). These programs may take the form of 

implementing magnet schools or academies for elementary schools that allow for the 

implementation of elements of AP and critical thinking experiences (Martinez & Everman, 

2017).  

Building vertical teams to align middle school and high school curricula provides a 

robust curricula base to ensure the content is relevant and is rigorous throughout a students' 

matriculation through their secondary school experience (Cargas et al., 2017; Martinez & 

Everman, 2017). 

Develop a School Culture of Caring Relationships and High Expectation 

The most powerful protective factor in the life histories of resilient children was the 

presence of one caring adult in the child’s life (Werner & Smith, 1992). Resilience research 

confirms unmistakably the power of one person to make a difference. In relationships with 

students, educators have the power and responsibility to provide the critical supports and 

opportunities that build residence strengths. At the same time, educators have the power to 
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undermine those inner characteristics. Educators can honor the incredible developmental wisdom 

that aims youth to seek love and belonging, respect, mastery, challenge, and meaning. Schools 

can nurture a youth's innate potential for social competence, problem-solving, autonomy, and 

sense of purpose as models ourselves and guiding a young person to experience these inner 

qualities within themselves.  

A student's experience and connections to a school play a vital role in their attitude 

toward college and their level of college readiness (McClafferty Jarsky et al., 2009). Cisneros et 

al. (2014) argued that underrepresented students who have exposure to the AP curricula are more 

likely to persist in college at rates comparable to their White, high-income counterparts. 

Additionally, Hallett and Venegas (2011) found students with access to AP programs matriculate 

through their postsecondary experience with fewer struggles than their peers who did not 

participate in AP programs. 

Schools Can Help Develop Resilience in Students 

It is resting on schools and districts to provide an equitable educational and academic 

experience for students related to their access to college readiness curricula (James et al., 2017). 

Schools that recognize the underrepresentation of low-income and minority students in AP 

courses must develop systems and supports to engage and assist the students in accessing AP. 

When those systems and supports are implemented, schools often see an increase in the 

enrollment of underrepresented students in AP courses. The students also experience an increase 

in their success in AP courses (Holland, 2015). To provide equitable access, schools must create 

a welcome and supportive environment with high expectations of students to engage more 

underrepresented students in AP courses (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2014).  
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Students' exposure and access to AP programs allow them to be more prepared for 

college by creating a greater platform to pursue future aspirations. For many underrepresented 

students, the access to more rigorous curricula and postsecondary opportunities changes the 

trajectory of not only their future but the future of their family. 

Implications for the Theory 

Academic resilience as a process of adapting to external challenges is dynamic and 

unfolds over time. Research into academic resilience sheds light on groups at risk of adversity. 

However, it provides limited information about how resilient most students are when faced with 

the challenges associated with everyday school life. Most students face less extreme but 

problematic academic challenges (Martin & Marsh, 2008). The findings show that students’ 

resilience is embedded in social processes related to the systems in which they are nested. The 

students learned and continually adapted to the demands of school as they progressed through 

each grade. The findings point to the importance of parental guidance and school involvement 

and recognition as critical environmental supports that activate their agency and resilience 

beliefs. In future research, resilience theory definitions should extend from referring to responses 

to extreme adversities (e.g., chronic underachievement, abuse, neglect, or poverty) to addressing 

everyday stressors, at home and school.  
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APPENDIX A 

Informed Consent for a Minor/ Informed Consent /Student Assent 
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APPENDIX B 

Electronic Critical Events Timeline Instructions 

Directions: I am going to call the path that led to your success in accessing AP courses in high 
school as your “academic journey.” Using the digital tool Padlet, prepare for the first interview 
by creating a timeline of that journey, beginning as early as you’d like and leading up to now.  
 
In the Padlet, indicate any key milestones/life events/critical events that influenced your 
academic journey. The greater detail you can provide, the more I can learn from your 
experiences. Additionally, Padlet allows you to add images, videos, or other attachments to each 
event. I encourage you to add these as you feel appropriate. The example below has an image 
added for each event.  
 
Please have the Padlet timeline completed prior to the first interview. We will review the 
timeline during the first interview.  
 
Step 1:  
Access your private Padlet at https://bit.ly/WPSStudentParticipant1   
Or use the following QR code 

  
 
Step 2:  
Here is a link to a brief video tutorial showing how to add events to the digital timeline on 
Padlet.  https://youtu.be/11T3HolwTo8  
 
If you have questions at any time about this exercise, you may contact me, Michelle Drumright, 
at mldrumright@shockers.edu. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://bit.ly/WPSStudentParticipant1
https://youtu.be/11T3HolwTo8
mailto:mldrumright@shockers.edu
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Electronic Critical Events Timeline Example 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Protocol 

(Review the signed Informed Consent/ Student Assent with the participant) 

 
The questions that I will ask you have to do with your academic journey to accessing college 
readiness through AP participation. 
 
Introduction: 
 
You are a part of this study because you have demonstrated academic success and college 
readiness through completion of at least one AP course and exam. What does that mean to you? 

1. What do you think has led to your academic success? 
2. How do you feel when you do well in school? 
3. How important is it to do well in school? 
4. How do you describe yourself as a student? 

 
Part 1: 
Tell me about the critical events that you highlighted on the “academic journey” timeline that 
you created on the Padlet. Describe how you experienced accessing AP. How it began and how 
you ended up in advanced placement courses. How did you get from there to here? 

5. What events or experiences stand out as important to you assessing AP? 
6. When and how did you realize you could be a candidate for AP? 
7. What motivated you to take AP? 
8. What are the greatest challenges, or challenging times, that you have experienced 

throughout your academic journey? 
a. Why were they challenges? 
b. How did you overcome them? 

9. Who stands out as most important in your academic journey/success? 
10. Who stands out as most helpful or more supportive? 

 
(At the end of the initial interview, ask participants to return to the Padlet to add additional 
details, revise and/or add photos or artifacts to represent the identified critical events.)  
 
Part 2: 
Tell me about your childhood growing up. 

11. Where did you grow up? 
12. Who lives in your family’s household with you? 
13. What schools did you attend? 
14. What where your experiences like in the schools you attended? 
15. How much educations do your parents or legal guardians have? 
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Part 3: 
Describe your experiences in high school. 

16. What makes you proud to be a student at your school? 
17. What do you like most about your school? 
18. What do you like least about your school? 
19. What keeps you engaged in your classes? What type of activities? Instructional formats? 
20. What opportunities do you have to voice your opinions and thoughts at school? 

a. Does it matter when you speak up? Explain  
21. What do you see as your biggest challenges in school? 
22. What/who motivates you to do well in school? 
23. To what do you attribute your success in school? 
24. Describe the role that school plays in your academic success journey. 
25. How would you describe your relationship with your teachers or other school staff? 
26. How do your teachers/school staff respond when you do well in school? 
27. How do you know if your teachers/school staff have high expectations for you?  

a. In what ways do they show it? 
28. In what ways does your school provides a caring environment?  

a. Who cares about you in school? 
b. How do you know? 

29. What is the course selection process like at school?  
a. Does everyone have the opportunity to take AP? 
b. Who helped you with this process?  

30. What happens in your high school that supports academic success? 
31. What happens in your high school that hinders academic success or performance? 
32. What has been your biggest success in school? 

a. What has been your proudest moment, up to this point?  
33. Is there anything else you would like to share with me regarding your high school 

experiences and academic achievement? 

Closing 

34. What are you plans after you graduate from high school?  
a. Tell me about steps you are taking to meet your goals.  

35. Do you plan on attending college? If yes… 
a. What about your experience in AP has helped you prepare for college?  
b. Think back to the very first time you can remember being introduced to the idea 

of college. Walk me through that experience.  
36. Is there anything else you need from the adults in your school to help you achieve your 

goals and dreams? 
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